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ABSTRACT
This is an examination of the changing leadership patterns of the Chickasaw Nation
during the early nineteenth century, and combines the internal function of Chickasaw
government with the leaders’ responses to overwhelming external factors. This thesis begins in
1800, a time that hinges on the remnant Chickasaw political leadership offices of previous
centuries, such as the Minko and Tisho Minko, combined with the formation of newer offices
such as district chiefs. It ends in 1845 after the Chickasaws were forced to remove from their
Mississippi homelands into the Indian Territory. After removal, the Chickasaws began a more
centralized form of government by holding elections to determine their leaders, and leadership
power increased.
Previous studies on Chickasaw leadership during this time is focused on members of the
Colbert family and their influence and role within the Chickasaw Nation. At times, this focus has
overshadowed the important contributions made by other prominent leaders, such as Tishomingo
and Ishtehotopa. This study will follow many active leaders of the early nineteenth century in
order to more accurately discuss the changes in political organization, changes in leadership
duties, the degree of importance each office held, and the transformation of political organization
into a more centralized government.
This thesis also tackles the anthropological use of binary categories, in this case
“traditional” and “progressive.” Categories are a useful analytical tool that contributes to the
study of a culture and changes within cultural institutions such as government. The terms
“traditional” and “progressive” are often applied to Indians after contact with Europeans to
ii

measure the degree of change one has accepted. These categories are not clearly defined by a
scholar before it is applied, often falsely assume a leaders acceptance of a new culture, and
overlook the individual and his contributions to cultural change.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND HISTORIC CHICKASAW LEADERSHIP
PATTERNS

Statement of Purpose and Significance
Most histories portray Native American groups during the Indian Removal of the 1830’s
as victims of greed and cruelty by the American government and settlers. Though the disgraceful
actions of the Americans are not to be disregarded, this thesis will examine the internal role,
contributions, and both voluntary and involuntary decisions made by Chickasaw leaders during
Indian Removal and how these roles, in turn, changed Chickasaw leadership roles and patterns. I
begin the story in 1800 because this is when several new leaders arise and their duties of each
office seem to shift. There was also the end of European rivalry for Chickasaw trade, and the
Chickasaws now only dealt with the United States as the only foreign nation. Chickasaw political
offices also began to expand, leading to the creation of district leaders and official interpreters.
Also pressures and negotiations for several successive land cessions continued at an expedited
rate which resulted in many changes in leadership patterns as Chickasaw leaders negotiated these
cessions and demands. I end the story in 1845 when the Chickasaws adopted a new way of
choosing leaders, disbanding previous offices like Minko and Tisho Minko, and began holding
elections, ending ascribed leadership selections.
A conundrum plaguing the current works of some scholars on Native leadership is the
notion of “traditional” and the application of the term to Native American culture in binary
opposition to “progressive.” These terms are difficult to define. Generally speaking,
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“traditionalists” are assumed to have been more spiritual, to have opposed notions of private
property, opposed removal, and refused to adopt American culture. “Progressive” leaders,
scholars suggest, were more inclined to accepting American culture and intrusion, land
allotments, and lead with personal self-interest over that of the group. The term “traditionalist”
has implications of demeaning Indians by other-izing them, and making them seem less
advanced when compared to those termed “modern” or “progressive.” There is no concrete
meaning or beginning by which to measure what is “traditional” and therefore the concept should
not be used to examine the ever-changing political organization that existed among the
Chickasaws. Obviously, as we will see, leadership was much more complex than such binaries
allow and did not easily fall into such categories. Instead I focus on the individual.
The use of binary opposites has a long history in American scholarship. Linguist
Ferdinand de Saussure formalized the concept when he determined that each unit of a language
is defined through a complimentary opposite. Claude Levi-Strauss used this binary code as part
of his structuralist theory. Levi-Strauss thought that the human mind thinks in binary opposites,
such as hot-cold, man-woman, cooked-raw, good-evil and so on. Levi-Strauss asserted that
people use these binary categories as a way to construct meaning through opposition.1Jacques
Derrida takes the idea of binaries farther when he stated that these binaries are hierarchical which
results in unequal binary oppositions, such as civilized/ uncivilized, in which the “civilized,”
based on Western determinism, is more dominant that the “uncivilized” society.2
This can be seen in modernization theory which has been used to explain the progressive
process a society passes through in order to become “civilized” or “modern.” Modernization

1

Marcel Henaff, Claude Levi-Strauss and the Making of Structural Anthropology. (University of Minnesota Press,
1998), 10.
2
Jacques Derrida, Positions, 1992, 41.
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theory uses “traditional” and “modern” as binary stages of a society.3 This creates an unequal
binary opposition in which the indigenous culture is viewed as inferior to the European/Western
culture. It is this hierarchy that, until recently, scholars studying the Native South used without
question through their use of the traditional/progressive dichotomy.
Scholars often take different approaches when examining cultural transformations, and
use cultural institutions such as economics, kinship, political organization, and ideologies as
tools to measure and follow these transformations. As a means of showcasing cultural changes,
scholars often-times juxtapose a society in one time-space with that of a previous time-space,
such as comparing a society in the eighteenth century with the same society in the sixteenth
century. Often, however, they choose to use the term “traditional” as a gloss and to contrast
modern with traditional.
It would be difficult to find a cultural work that does not contain the term “traditional,”
yet the term is not clearly defined. It seems that the formation of a definition is unnecessary, as if
there is an implied universal understanding of the term. “Traditional” implies a previous way of
doing something, making it a relative term. Not specifying a meaning or a way that “traditional”
is applied implies a static state; as if there is only one previous “traditional” culture with which
to make comparisons. It is mostly used out of convenience and as a shorthand, but the use of
“traditional” as an unexamined concept can have unintentional, damaging implications.
I argue that early nineteenth-century Chickasaw leadership had great complexity that
rested on newer economic, social, and political systems that emerged in Chickasaw culture and
in which individual leaders participated that influenced their decisions during treaty negotiations
and the Indian removal process. Rather than the traditionalist/progressive binary, leaders, as well

3

Martin J. Sklar, The United States as a Developing Country, 1992, 54; Maureen Flanagan, American Reformed:
Progressives and Progressivisms, 1890s-1920s, 2007.
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as others, chose to keep some older culture traits while adopting newer ones, and the mixture of
newer traits and older ones created a variety of opinions, decisions, and influences. This new
framework, of focusing on individuals instead of stereotypical categories, allows one to
understand that leadership among the Chickasaws consisted of individuals who conceded to the
oncoming land cessions with some reluctance, disagreed on specifics such as private land
allotments, yet collectively strove to ensure Chickasaw national benefits.
The Chickasaws during the Removal era is a good example of political transformation
and changes in leadership patterns. In this thesis, I will briefly describe the Chickasaw political
organization of the eighteenth-century and track the changes in leadership into the early
nineteenth-century as well as how the political organization transformed once the Chickasaws
were settled in Indian Territory. The Chickasaws in the early eighteenth century was small, but
they were determined to stay together and keep a cultural identity despite the increasing
pressures put on them by the United States. They are unique in this turbulent history because
they were more successful in obtaining more money for their land than other Southern Indian
groups, did not have major factions that could have divided the nation, and contrived to handle
the removal process in their own way. In fact, the leaders’ influence and handling of the issues
shaped much about the Chickasaw’s removal experience.
In conventional history, scholars focus on the leaders of Western nations and their
political and personal lives. With the exception of Michael Green’s portrayal of Creek leaders
and James Taylor Carson’s focus on individual Choctaws in Search for the Bright Path, Native
American leaders are often overlooked. More often than not, in the historic documents, Indian
leaders are lumped together as if they were interchangeable or not important, and consequently it
is difficult to know the exact opinions of prominent leaders. I examined several Chickasaw

4

leaders over four decades showcasing their differences, similarities, motives, and decisions in the
years leading up to removal and throughout the removal process (Table 1). I also developed a list
of Chickasaw leaders involved in treaty negotiations, and I use primary documents to uncover
political stances in regards to land cessions and removal. I have also endeavored to determine
their socioeconomic status, in order to examine the complexity that existed in Chickasaw
leadership patterns at the time. I closely examine the Treaty of Pontotoc of 1832 and the
amended treaty of 1834, but all major treaties of the early nineteenth-century dealing with
Chickasaw land cessions cannot be ignored since they are evidence of the gradual processes that
changed Chickasaw leadership.

5

Table 1: Summary of Early Nineteenth Century Leaders and Offices, 1800-1845
Office

Year
1800

Minko
Tisho Minko
War Chief
District Leader

Leaders
Chinubee
George Colbert
William Glover
Tishomingo (O’Koy)
William McGilivrey
Miskemattauha
Tuckkaapoi

1820
Minko
Tisho Minko
War Chief
District Leaders

Ishtehotopa
Tishomingo
William Clover
Tishomingo
William McGilivrey
Appassantubby- Isaac Alberson in
1830
Samuel Sealey
Levi Colbert
William Colbert
Emmubbee
John McLeish

Other Prominent Leaders

1834-1845
Commissioners

Ishtehotopa
Levi Colbert-succeeded by James
Colbert
George Colbert
Martin Colbert
Isaac Alberson
Henry Love
Benjamin Love

Methods
The fieldwork used for this ethnohistoric thesis is archival. I examined records in the
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Mississippi Department of Archives and History in Jackson, MS, which houses material such as
state documents and census record. I also have relied on the University of Mississippi Library for
many secondary sources as well as primary sources on microfilm through interlibrary loans. In
order to access information regarding Chickasaw leaders that were involved in treaty
negotiations. I have relied on documented correspondences between Chickasaw leaders,
Mississippi and U. S. government officials, Indian agents, the U.S. Secretary of War at the time,
United States presidents, as well as any accounts preserved by travelers, traders and other
inhabitants of the Chickasaws. Such manuscripts can be found in the Bureau of Indian affairs
record Group 75. I have accessed the following Group 75 microfilms through University of
Mississippi interlibrary loan:
•

Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs, 1824-81, M234

•

Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs, 1800-24, M271

•

Letters Sent by the Secretary of War relating to Indian Affairs, 1800-24, M15

I have accessed the following sources online:
•

Documents relating to the Negotiations of Ratified and Unratified Treaties,
1801-1869, T-494

•

Unratified Treaties 1821-1865, documents related to negotiations with various
Indian Tribes, T-484

•

The American State Papers

•

U.S. Congressional Serial Set- letters sent between government officials,
provide information on the Removal debate.

7

Many presidential correspondences regarding political actions toward and of the Chickasaws are
published. Each provides letters sent to and from Chickasaw leaders and agents, as well as the
process and negotiations of cessions and removal:
•

Correspondence of Andrew Jackson

•

The Papers of John C. Calhoun

•

Correspondence of James K. Polk

•

Papers of James Madison

I also incorporated the following primary sources:
•

James Atkinson’s History of the Chickasaw Indian Agency- history, abstracts,
and letters sent to and from the Chickasaw Agency.

•

Draper Collection- includes a narrative by Malcolm McGee who lived among
the Chickasaw from a young age, became the Chickasaws’ interpreter for over
40 years, and was included in the treaties to receive payment for services.

•

Miscellaneous Private Manuscript Collections (MDAH) - include
correspondences between the Colberts and the Loves, prominent families among
the Chickasaw; miscellaneous material providing genealogy and biographical
information.

•

John McKee Diary and Papers 1793-1868 (MDAH)- diary and letters by McKee
who was Indian agent and describes contacts and travels with the Chickasaw
Indians in the early nineteenth-century.

I have divided this thesis into four time periods. First, I briefly explain changes in
Chickasaw society and political organization that occurred during the sixteenth, seventeenth, and
eighteenth centuries and how scholars have previous examined Chickasaw leadership. In Chapter
8

2, I outline the Chickasaw political organization from 1800 to 1815. Each political office and the
leader that held that office will be introduced and explained. Some of these offices, such as the
Minko, are remnant of previous Chickasaw political organization, while others, such as the
district leaders, were newly established to adjust to changing Chickasaw culture and settlement
patterns. Chapter 3 covers 1815 to 1826, a time when significant land cessions occurred and
American intrusion increased. Duties of leaders changed as the Chickasaw government
diversified. From 1827 until 1845, Chickasaw political organization was forced to change due to
the Indian Removal. During this time, leaders struggled to maintain political sovereignty when
states disbanded native governments and the removal process made organization difficult.
Throughout the early nineteenth century, Chickasaw leadership increasingly became more
centralized compared to the previous historic centuries.

A Brief History of the Chickasaws
Many origin myths state that the Chickasaws and Choctaws migrated from the west
together and later separated into two groups. Led by brothers Chicksah and Chatah, the group
relied on a divine pole to direct their migration. Each morning they would travel the direction
that the pole was leaning toward, but one morning there was disagreement about the direction the
pole was leaning and the brothers parted into two groups. James Atkinson disputes this origin
myth, arguing that there is enough archaeological evidence, such as pottery and burial variations,
as well as other differing traits in recorded ethnographic data that show many differences
between the two groups so they were not previously united4.

4

James Atkinson, Splendid Land, Splendid People: The Chickasaw Indians to Removal. (Birmingham: University of
Alabama Press, 2004), 1. (Hereafter referred to as Splendid Land).

9

The first written record of the Chickasaws occurred in 1540, when Hernando De Soto
traveled through the southeast portion of the U.S. encountering the Chicaza. This marked the
beginning of the European presence into the southeast. At this time, the Chicaza lived in eastern
Mississippi, near present-day Columbus.5 Though there existed Spanish settlement in Florida
following De Soto’s campaign, and the Chicaza and Spaniards knew of each other, there was
only indirect interaction through intertribal trade and spreading epidemics. 6 Little is known
between 1540 and 1670 until French explorers Louis Joliet and Jacques Marquette encountered
the Chickasaws, but during this time the Chicazas stopped building mounds and a less
hierarchical society existed.7 The Chicaza chiefdom fell soon after De Soto’s and for the next
250 years, the Chickasaw settlements alternated between dispersals during peace and reduced
raiding, and contracted during intense warfare between the French and their Indian allies. 8
During this time, the Chickasaws began a migration north, settling in the present-day Tupelo
area. 9
In the seventeenth century, more European countries, England, France, and the
Netherlands, began establishing settlements and trade relations with Native Americans. Slave
raiding and warfare caused continual conflicts between Indian groups, and by 1670 the
Chickasaws had become part of the global economy through the British in Charles Town as they
traded slaves for guns and ammunition. 10 By 1700, the Chickasaws had allied with the British
while the Choctaws allied with the French, creating tension and extensive warfare between the

5

Jay Johnson, “The Chickasaws.” In Indians of the Greater Southeast: Historical Archaeology and Ethnohistory, ed.
B.G. McEwan. (Gainsville: University of Florida Press, 2000), 93.
6
Robbie Ethridge, From Chicaza to Chickasaw: The European Invasion and the Transformation of the Mississippian
World, 1540-1715. (North Carolina Press, 2010), 87. (Hereafter referred to as Chicaza).
7
Ibid., 75.
8
Ibid., 114.
9
Johnson, “The Chickasaws”, 93.
10
Ethridge, Chicaza, 105.
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Chickasaws and Choctaws. Conflict between these groups did not end until 1763 with the end of
the French and Indian War, a war between France and England for colonial domination. 11
After the American Revolutionary War ended, the Chickasaws realized that the option of
trading with the British had ended and that the United States and Spain were the countries with
whom they now had to form trade alliances. In 1786, the Chickasaws signed the Treaty of
Hopewell that promised peace and protection by the United States. The treaty acknowledged
Chickasaw national sovereignty, promised to keep Americans out of Chickasaw territories, and
regulated trade between the Chickasaws and the U.S. by establishing trading posts within the
Chickasaw territory. 12 Later, Chickasaw leaders would refer back to the Treaty of Hopewell in
an attempt to reinforce their rights to their land and sovereignty during nineteenth-century treaty
negotiations. The Hopewell Treaty set in motion land cessions because in it the Chickasaws also
agreed to set land aside for American trading posts. 13 Between 1801 and 1832 a series of treaties
with the United States led to the Chickasaws ceding their lands, culminating in the complete
removal to Indian Territory. Finding no land in Indian Territory that completely satisfied them,
the Chickasaws were the last to enter Indian Territory. They purchased the western part of the
allotted Choctaw lands. Here they dealt with Texans, “wild” Indians from the west, and a
continuance of white settlers.14
At the time of Indian Removal, in the 1830’s, the Chickasaws were living much like
Americans. The economic shift from hunting to free-range cattle resulted in a change of
settlement patterns, and families moved out of their clustered villages or towns and spread

11

Atkinson, Splendid People, 88.
Ibid., 132.
13
Greg O’Brien, Choctaws in a Revolutionary Age, (University of Nebraska Press, 2005), 66.
14
Atkinson, Splendid Land, 63.
12
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throughout northern Mississippi onto individual farms. 15 The success of some Chickasaws in
establishing plantations or commercial farms widened class differences between the elite and
common Chickasaws, similar to the class stratification throughout America. 16 Also the presence
of missionaries encouraged some Chickasaws to accept the American religion of Christianity as
well as to build American-styled schools and curriculum.
During the remainder of the nineteenth-century in Indian Territory, the Chickasaws
struggled to maintain national sovereignty and cultural identity. Many lived amongst the
Choctaws and were under their laws. 17 In 1856 the Chickasaw Constitution was written to
separate them from the Choctaws. 18 Education was very important to the Chickasaws, and once
homesteads and farms were settled, Chickasaw leaders invested much time and resources to
establishing schools. The influx of Americans into this territory and their insistence on attending
Chickasaw schools led to the United States imposing policies that the Chickasaws would have to
follow if they wanted funding from the United States for their schools. 19 Greater tension
between governments arose when the Chickasaws sided with the Confederacy during the Civil
War. Afterwards the U.S. forced them to cede lands that they were leasing to American settlers.
20

The nation was dissolved by the close of the nineteenth century when the U.S. Congress
passed the Dawes Act. This act led to allotments which divided up tribal lands into individually

15

James Taylor Carson, 21; Johnson, “ The Chickasaws”, 86; Ethridge, Creek Country, 105.
Claudio Saunt, A New Order of Things: Property, Power, and the Transformation of the Creek Indian, 1733-1816.
(Cambridge University Press, 1999), 5.
17
Grant Foreman, Indian Removal: The Emigration of the Five Civilized Tribes (Norman: Oklahoma Press, 1932),
121.
18
Wendy St. Jean, Remaining Chickasaw in Indian Territory, 1830-1907, (Birmingham: University of Alabama Press,
2011), 23.
19
Ibid., 156.
20
Ibid., 175.
16
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owned parcels, and forced the Chickasaw and others to become American citizens. 21 The
Chickasaw communal, national land was divided into single lots to individuals. The Dawes
Commission then had the authority to determine who was considered Indian, mostly by using
blood quantum and physical appearance, assign tribal membership, allot the land, and sell any
surplus land. The Dawes Commission used corrupt tactics to manipulate the allotment of land,
depriving the Chickasaws of both their heritage and resources, in order to maximize land sales to
Americans. 22 Lands continued to be sold to settlers by individual Chickasaws, further reducing
tribal lands. The Chickasaw government, tribal laws, and tribal sovereignty were terminated in
1906 by the United States Congress. 23
Attempts at regaining independence were unsuccessful until the civil rights movements
of the 1960s. Pan-Indian activism helped boost cultural rebirth. In 1971 James Overton became
the first Chickasaw governor since 1907, and a new constitution was adopted in 1979
acknowledging self-governance through a three-branch political structure similar to that of the
United States. 24 Today the Chickasaws maintain their political and economic stability. Through
the gaming industry the Chickasaw Nation has been able to provide education, health care,
employment, housing, and family assistance. 25 The Chickasaw Nation, which now consists of
approximately 38,000 citizens with headquarters in Ada, Oklahoma, has survived much cultural
interference, maintained their identity, and continues to grow and educate their citizens on
Chickasaw history, heritage, language, and customs. 26
21

Angie Debo, And Still the Waters Run: The Betrayal of the Five Civilized Tribes. (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1984), 23.
22
Ibid., 111.
23
James Pate, “Chickasaw.” In the Encyclopedia of Oklahoma History and Culture. (Oklahoma City: Oklahoma
Historical Society, 2007), 23.
24
Joshua M. Gorman, Building a Nation: Chickasaw Museums and the Construction of History and Heritage.
(Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2011), 20.
25
Ibid., 155.
26
Ibid., 11.
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Historic Chickasaw Leadership Patterns: A Background
During the Mississippi Period, (900 C.E. and 1700 C.E.), the Chickasaws participated in
the cultural customs and political organization that were shared throughout the Southeast. This
included mound building, intensive corn agriculture, hierarchical social organization, and similar
religious beliefs that culminated as part of the chiefdom, a centralized political system.
Chiefdoms were political bodies that consisted of elite and nonelite statuses primarily issued
through a matrilineal kinship system. Status and authority for the leaders were based on kinship
ties to supernatural being, therefore not only were political offices inherited, but they were
inseparable from religion. 27 Ceremonial earthen mounds were built by many southeastern
societies and are markers of a hierarchical, centralized political and social order. 28 Clans, which
determined kinship, were hierarchical, or ranked, with the Minko clan at the top of this
hierarchy. The minko, or “king” as the Europeans later termed it, descended from the Minko
clan, which was linked to the deities, First Man and First Woman. 29Though there were many
lesser positions, which were usually filled by heads of families, clans, or prominent war leaders,
there was one primary leader called the minko, who lived on top of the larger mound with
kinsmen and other elites living nearby, while commoner neighborhoods surrounded the mound
in a hierarchical order, those whose kinship was farthest from the deities lived farther from the
mounds. 30

27

Ethridge, Chicaza, 14.
James F. Barnett, Mississippi’s American Indians. (Oxford: University of Mississippi Press, 2012), 42.
29
Robbie Ethridge and Sheri M. Shuch-Hall, ed., Mapping the Mississippian Shatter Zone: The Colonial Indian Slave
Trade and Regional Instability in the American South. (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2009), 23. (Hereafter
referred to as Shatter Zone).
30
Barnett, 99.
28
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The extent of leader authority and degree of centralization of the political organization
during the Mississippi Period is unclear. The variation of political organization throughout the
Southeast, however, makes it difficult to label the Chickasaws as a chiefdom. “Chiefdom” is
often used as a social type within a spectrum that included state, tribe, nation, etc. Some scholars,
like Richard Green, consider the Chickasaws at the time of European contact as a tribe. Tribes
are classified as egalitarian, in which leaders ruled by consent instead of through coercive power,
whereas chiefdoms are hierarchical. Archaeologist Jay Johnson argues that Chicaza was not
hierarchical, but decentralized and egalitarian. Archaeologically, small hamlets are found
throughout the Black Prairie, yet lack mounds, a defining characteristic of a hierarchical
chiefdom.31 Ethridge argues that these hamlets were affiliated with mound centers along the
Tombigbee River, but further archaeological investigation is needed to settle the debate.32
In a chiefdom, the elite were atop the hierarchical ladder, but in many cases, minkos were
required to council with town leaders to make decisions, ruling by consent. Therefore, there
existed a degree of heterarchy in Mississippian political organization. Duties of leaders varied
but probably included protection, distribution of excess corn supply, and the access and
distribution of exotic goods. 33 In some chiefdoms, the more centralized ones, the leaders lived
separately from the commoners and held coercive power, while in other chiefdoms they were
merely influential, and performed mundane acts like the rest of the people. 34 The nature of
leadership power was in part derived by being a descendent of the original man and woman, yet
this relationship was mythical and could be easily contested, making the chiefdom system and

31

Jay Johnson and John T. Sparks, “Protohistoric Settlement Patterns in Northeastern Mississippi.” The
Protohistoric Period in the Mid-South, 1500-1700, ed David H. Dye and R.C. Brister.
32
Ethridge, Chicaza, 33.
33
James Taylor Carson, Searching for the Bright Path: The Mississippi Choctaws from Prehistory to Removal.
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1999), 13.
34
Ethridge, Shatter Zone, 4-5.
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political organization unstable, especially during the transition of power from one minko to
another. This inherent instability of leadership, along with other factions, could lead to the fall of
a chiefdom. 35 In fact, chiefdoms had a pattern called “cycling” in which they would rise and fall
throughout the Mississippian Period, altering power from one chiefdom to another. 36
The end of Chickasaw participation in the chiefdom system and transformation into a
different political order occurred during the late sixteenth century as a response during, what
Ethridge terms, the “Mississippian shatter zone.” Inherent chiefdom instability combined with
European imperialism transformed Southeast Indian societies. A new world economy based on
the capitalist strategy of selling a commodity for maximum profit, emerged and subsequently
altered Indian societies. 37 One such commodity was Indian slaves. Throughout the late sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, the Chickasaws participated in slave raiding in exchange for guns as
part of the capitalist market system. Though the Chickasaws were already familiar with raiding
and attacking enemy slaves, the new market made slaves a commodity that could be traded for
European goods, especially guns. Guns were in demand by Indians vulnerable to slave raids,
prompting victims of raiding to raid and capture slaves in order to purchase guns. 38
Between the initial contact with Europeans in the sixteenth century, until the eighteenthcentury, all the pre-contact polities in the Southeast fell. Refugees and small tribes began to
coalescence into larger political bodies such as the Creeks, Cherokees, and Choctaws.39 The
Chickasaws too, took in refugees and moved to present-day Tupelo, Mississippi.40 Also access to

35

Ibid., 7; Charles M. Hudson, Knights of Spain, Warriors of the Sun: Hernando de Soto and the South’s Ancient
Chiefdoms. (University of Georgia Press, 1998), 169.
36
Ethridge, Chicaza, 17.
37
Ethridge, Shatter Zone, 9.
38
Ethridge, Chicaza, 97.
39
Ibid., 2.
40
Jay Johnson, John W. O’Hear, Robbie Ethridge, Brad R. Lieb, Susan L. Scott, and H. Edwin Jackson, “Measuring
Chickasaw Adaptation on the Western Frontier of the Colonial South: A Correlation of Documentary and
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European goods, which were symbols of wealth and elite status, were no longer exclusive to the
elite, leveling the social hierarchy. Chickasaw leadership was increasingly being based on
achieved status through military success during slave raids and economic endeavors. By 1700,
Chickasaw leadership had transformed from a hereditary organization to an achieved egalitarian
one with “town councils of warriors and elders wherein every man was given equal opportunity
to participate in decision making.” 41 Thomas Nairne, travelled to the Chickasaws in 1708,
observed that there was a head chief for each village “who are all in some kind of subordination
to him (the high Minko)” yet the “head military officers carry all the sway.” 42
Selling Indians slaves as a commodity declined as Indian population declined due to
raiding and disease, and simultaneously there was an increase in demand for pelts in the
European market. Deerskins replaced slaves as the main commodity used to gain access to
European goods. 43 It was not difficult to adjust to this economy since “Indian domestic economy
and division of labor was flexible enough to form linkages to the world economic system.” 44
Men customarily hunted and continued to do so in this economic venture, while women, who
customarily focused on agriculture, dressed the skins in exchange for goods. 45 European items
that Indians sought include cloth, a convenient item that eliminated the time consuming weaving
process needed for clothing and blankets, and tools such as the hoe was beneficial for corn and
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other agriculture. 46 Guns and ammunition would continue to be traded as well. By this time, in
the early to mid-eighteenth century, everyone began to engage in trade for European items. 47
The rise of the deerskin trade also resulted in marriages between traders and Indian women, both
benefiting from establishing trade alliances. Their offspring would have the economic and social
advantages of both worlds and would eventually from the so-called “mixed-blood elite.” 48
Economic practices shifted at the end of the eighteenth century when the deerskin trade
began to decline. With Eli Whitney’s invention of the cotton gin, worldwide demand for cotton
increased. 49 In the American South, land became in high demand by Americans, who worked to
increase their cotton production. To satisfy the demand for land, the plan for civilization was
created by Henry Knox and endorsed by George Washington and Thomas Jefferson to encourage
Native Americans to adopt American practices of commercial agriculture and ranching.50 Hoping
that this assimilation would eliminate Indian need for hunting territories, US officials believed
they could better persuade Indian groups to sell land. This would also facilitate the incorporation
of Indians into American society as yeoman farmers.51
The majority of Southeastern Indians found the new economic system of commercial
agriculture and ranching a beneficial alternative to the declining deerskins trade and an answer to
the looming financial crisis that followed. Ethridge notes that ranching became the new
commodity that linked the Creeks and other Southeastern Indian to the market and to access of
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manufactured goods. 52 Ranching was very profitable and the number of livestock a person
owned became a symbol of elite status. 53
Involvement in ranching and establishing individual farmsteads impacted Native social
organization as settlement patterns became dispersed rather than nucleated.54 Increasing the
amount of cattle, horses, and pigs for exchange commodity increased the land area needed for
these animals because they were free ranging. As people spread from towns to less concentrated
areas, the clan network, the basic social unit, altered. 55 Extended families were the foundation of
Southeastern Indian society and as people were encouraged to abandon towns, through the
ranching and agricultural system, individual families or small groups became the basis of social
bonds and the clan became less important. As a response to the new commercial enterprises and
settlement patterns, some found it necessary to form a more centralized government to protect
private property and handle responsibilities that the extended family once covered.56
The concept of status, wealth, and private property among Southeastern Indians had
gradually changed by the early nineteenth century. Before the nineteenth century, status and even
wealth was found not only through material wealth, but through generosity, wisdom, and kinship
as well. 57 Access to food and other goods as well as authority was established through kinship
ties, and those with stronger and more numerous kin ties were considered wealthier. Braund
notes that kinship and clan affiliation was still more important than material wealth, but
accumulation and private property had become significant markers of wealth by the late
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eighteenth century. 58 Americans considered land as private property, but Southeastern Indians
fervently held on to the notion that land was communal. Indians did subscribe to the notion of
private property through the accumulation of cattle, slaves, and horses to display wealth that
could be based on entrepreneurial determination; but land remained communally owned. 59
Along with new concepts on wealth through market-oriented accumulation, the
Chickasaws and other Indian groups became class-stratified. Claudio Saunt explores the
emergence of a new elite class among the Creek Indians following the American Revolutionary
War. 60 He uses Alexander McGillivray as a prime example of elite leadership. McGillivray
inherited authority through his mother’s clan as well as successful trade relations through his
father, a Scottish trader. He was an agent to the U.S. and Spain as well as a secret partner of
Panton, Leslie and Company, a trading company that monopolized trade in the Southeast. 61
Ethridge argues that Saunt’s example of McGillivray as the epitome of Creek political power
during this time was of unique circumstance and not representative of all Creek leaders. 62
Champagne states that the elite class represented a small amount of the population; ninety
percent were not concerned with profit-making; therefore, assuming all elite leadership was
similar is an erroneous argument. 63
Greg O’Brien argues that focusing exclusively on economic systems ignores other
elements such as kinship, ideology, and spirituality. 64 O’Brien also argues that power through
spirituality was once a primary marker for power, but it began to recede in the eighteenth century
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as elite power became based on other sources such as trade and international diplomacy. 65 In the
Mississippian period, kinship to deities were the source of authority and power, and reinforced
by control of exotic material goods, but as chiefdoms fell and European trade increased, success
in the new market economy and access to trade goods became linked to leadership and not divine
authority. 66 A shift in ideology occurred to allow status to be derived from economics, but
spirituality was not excluded, just relied upon less. By the beginning of the nineteenth century,
religious power and political authority had separated. 67
Although women did not hold office, they were still a political force. They were often
translators and used this as a means to lobby their position. 68Though leadership was passed
through matrilineal lines and the source for clan membership, Ethridge notes that Creek women
were not present at council meetings to voice decisions, but they had great influence on their
male kin and on public opinion, which drove council decisions. 69 They held power on who
would be adopted into the nation, the fate of war captives, and were in charge of enforcing social
behavior. 70
Women also provided important kinship connections through their marriages with
European traders. When traders wanted to establish trading relationship between Indian groups,
they would often times marry an Indian woman in order to establish kinship and trade ties.
Women, and their advantageous relatives, found marriage to Europeans beneficial for the access
to manufactured goods it offered. 71 Children of these marriages had the benefit of matrilineal
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inheritance and, among the Chickasaws power and leadership if from the Minko clan, as well as
paternal inheritance of their father’s inventory and knowledge of Euro-American cultures. They
would, however, identify themselves through their mother’s clan and Indian heritage. 72
Europeans and Americans distinguished the children of traders and Indians as “mixed-blooded”
or “half breed,” but the Chickasaws and other Indian groups did not distinguish people based on
this racial concept. Instead they focused on kinship ties; their perspective on identity based on
the European concept of race did not exist until the mid-nineteenth century. 73 These offspring of
mixed marriage, with access to both Indian and European resources, would grow to be a new
source of leadership throughout the nineteenth century. 74
Saunt notes that the emergence of this new elite altered leadership patterns once again,
creating a more centralized political organization by the nineteenth century. In the eighteenth
century, Southeastern Indian leadership patterns and power structures were decentralized where
influence and leadership rested with the head of each family or clan and with town councils. 75 If
a crime was committed, for example, kinsmen of the victim would determine the fate of the
transgressor, but transgression by or to a European or American created concerns on how justice
would be served. Among the Creeks in the 1780s, a “small number of ‘national leaders’ who
would act for the good of the ‘nation’” began making decisions on behalf of the nation,
embracing “a new order built on hierarchy.” 76
One way scholars have tried to explain leadership is through the concepts of “mixedblood” and “full-blood” and the rise of a “mixed-blood elite.” “Mixed-blood” has typically been
applied to Indians whose mothers were Indian and fathers were of European ancestry, while
72
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“full-blood” usually refers to those who have no European ancestry. In Mixed-Bloods and Tribal
Dissolution, William E. Unrau suggests that “mixed bloods” were the driving force and
pervasive actors that decided issues of land cessions and removal that lead to tribal
dispossession. 77 Unrau argues that tribes were split between “mixed-blood” and “full-blood”
with tension between each, and that people identified themselves through these terms. 78
Theda Perdue argues that the mixed-blood concept is a Western concept applied to
Indians who do not view “mixed-blood” in the same way. She notes that factions among the
Cherokees, for example, included what western racial concepts deem “mixed” as well as “fullblood” on each side; that it had more to do with individual acceptance of American acculturation
than blood quantum; that no matter what ancestry, Indians accepted or refused certain American
acculturation and demands. 79 Perdue concludes that race did not play a major role in political
affairs until long after removal. 80
Claudio Saunt agrees with Perdue, stating that ancestry was a marker of status and central
to the construction of Indian leadership and authority. 81 Unlike Perdue, Saunt argues that
acknowledging blood quantum should be included when examining eighteenth century
leadership, just not as a primary focus. Too much focus obscures the real problems that emerged
among Southeastern Indian leadership that was based on economic pursuits and how to rule
themselves.82
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Chickasaw Leadership in the Late Eighteenth Century
In the seventeenth century, Chickasaw leaders were organized into two moieties, or
descent groups that helped organize kinship patterns. Members of the Red moiety determined
aspects of war while those of the white moiety, or the peace moiety, and controlled communal
affairs and handled foreign relations diplomatically. 83 The increase in slave raiding during the
seventeenth century, being determined by war chiefs, altered the balance of leadership in favor of
war leaders. By 1708, Thomas Nairne, travelling through the Chickasaw region, observed that
the white or peace moieties’ authority was eroding since they had no participation in the new
market, and that many favored military authority over civil authority. 84 In response the white
moiety chiefs established separate trade with the French in the early eighteenth century, causing
factionalism among the Chickasaws. Members of the red moiety traded with the English, while
the white moiety traded with the French. 85The competition between these moieties blurred their
roles and “led to a transformation and reduction of the importance of the dual organizational
structure.”86
In the mid-eighteenth century, Chickasaw leadership still reflected some of this division.
There was the Minko who was selected by the national council based on merits and possibly
membership in a prominent clan. 87 The Minko maintained peace and foreign relations, aided by
the Tisho Minko, or assistant to the Minko, who supervised the National Council and was
spokesman and advisor to the chief. Balancing the peace duties of the Minko was the War Chief
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who was selected based on his exploits and prowess in warfare. The National Council consisted
of leaders and accomplished warriors who were chosen by members of each town. Each had an
equal say in decision making, and the Minko or War Chief could make no decision without
council approval. 88 The people, then, were the supreme authority, since leadership decisions
could not contradict what the people approved.
An important factor in understanding political organization and leadership patterns is
examining the factions that emerged and how they contributed to political transformations. It is
difficult to fully understand the role of factions prior to contact, but factions, most likely, were
between ranked lineages competing for power over the chiefdom. 89 During the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, factions, made possible by an unstable or decentralized government, began
to function as a central part of leadership. 90 Within each faction there was an influential leader
who could rise in authority through trade deals, kinship connection, or stronger military support.
Factionalism resulted in a political organization that would often confuse Europeans who were
unsure of who was “king.” Representatives of the United States and Spain would make informal
agreements and decisions with factional leaders who did not represent the Chickasaws as a
whole, and though this loosely divided the Chickasaws, Indians ultimately benefited through
European trade competitions.
By 1750, the Chickasaws understood the rivalry between the French, English, Spanish,
and Americans and often played one off the other. The Chickasaws benefited from factionalism
during this time because European powers would try to buy Chickasaw allegiance with
manufactured goods, exclusive trade, and protection from other foreign nations. Johnson notes
that factions emerged among the Chickasaws that were pro-British, pro-French, pro-Spanish, and
88
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following the Revolutionary War, pro-American. 91 In addition, decedents of Chickasaw women
and European traders, like James Colbert and Benjamin Sealey, who were gaining prominence
among the Chickasaws began, to complicate internal politics.
By the 1780s, an informal leadership substructure emerged among the Chickasaws, who
were divided into pro-Spanish and pro-American factions. Formal power to deal with foreign
nations at this time rested with the Minko and the National Council, a council held in which
prominent members and leaders made decisions that affected the Chickasaws. However,
Poinkana nashoba, or Wolf’s Friend, the Tisho Minko, signed an agreement with Spain allowing
them to build a fort and trade center at Chickasaw Bluffs, without Minko Taski Etoka or the
Chickasaw people’s consent. Piomingo, the War Chief, believing himself more superior than
Poinkana nashoba allied with the United States. As Piomingo and Poinkana nashoba became
leaders of factions, competing for power, another faction arose that disapproved of the way these
two leaders undermined the Minko’s formal power and the Chickasaw people’s consent. A
fourth, yet less prevalent, faction emerged led by William Colbert who, not being concerned with
whom power customarily rested, did not give support to any one leader, but took sides depending
on the issues at hand. 92
A watershed moment in Chickasaw leadership patterns occurred in 1797 when the
Spanish were replaced by U.S. troops at Chickasaw Bluffs. Chickasaw leaders during the
eighteenth century had split into factions based on the loyalties each held with dominant foreign
nations. A treaty signed between Spain and the United States in 1797 relinquished Spain’s claim
over the Chickasaw region, and gave exclusive trading rights to the United States, ending a

91
92

Ibid., 107.
Atkinson, Splendid Land, 123; Craig, 184.

26

century-long competition between foreign nations for Chickasaw alliances. 93 The Chickasaws,
now having only one foreign nation to contend with, ended factional splits and concentrated on
working together to maintain their national identity. These events significantly shifted the
political organization of the Chickasaws, and the turn of the century ushered in new leaders,
leadership responsibilities, and political structures.
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CHAPTER 2: EARLY NINETEENTH CENTURY CHICKASAW LEADERSHIP
ORGANIZATION AND LAND CESSION, 1800-1814

To better understand the changes in Chickasaw leadership patterns that occurred during
of the early nineteenth century, this chapter will examine the political organization of the
Chickasaws as it existed between 1800 and 1815, at times juxtaposed with leadership patterns of
the eighteenth century to show shifts in Chickasaw government. First, I explain the political
organization and political offices. Some elements of leadership between 1800 and 1815 are
reminiscent of elements that existed hundreds of years before, while other elements are new
formations. Each leader title and duties are explained as well as a brief profile of the leaders who
the political roles at the time. Secondly, I follow events and challenges that the leaders faced in
the first decade of the nineteenth century, how these events were handled, and how they altered
leadership patterns. These events include early land cession treaties, establishment of United
States institutions within the Chickasaws, and Chickasaw involvement in the Creek Indian wars.

Chickasaw Political Organization and Notable Leaders
The building blocks of Chickasaw political organization in the nineteenth century were
the councils. Councils existed at both a local and national level and allowed direct representation
of the Chickasaws as a whole. 1 In the eighteenth century, councils were usually town councils
and they were politically autonomous in the eighteenth century. James Adair, who traversed the
Chickasaw territory in 1775, remarked that “when any national affair is in debate, you may hear
1
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every father of a family” and that they all “have due weight in every public affair.” 2 This
continued into the nineteenth century, but councils increasingly came under a centralized,
national authority as districts would form and district representatives chosen.
In the eighteenth-century, the local council was composed of the senior men from each
lineage in a town, but this was no longer an effective structure for nineteenth-century Chickasaw
leadership. 3 Like other Southeastern Indians, the Chickasaw population had dispersed by the end
of the eighteenth century as families established plantations and focused on raising cattle as part
of their new economy. 4 Town population decreased significantly, and some towns no longer
existed, making it difficult to fairly represent every member of the Chickasaws through town
councils. In 1800, Chickasaw leaders decided to divide the nation into four districts and
appointed one leader to represent each district along with a district council.5
With the formation of the four districts, local councils took place in each Chickasaw
district and involved headmen of each family, high ranking warriors, and any citizen who wished
to voice their opinion on decisions. Among other things, these decisions included punishment for
local crimes such as theft or murder. Since the land was communally owned, the council could
also assign land usage rights to individual families.6
Rush Nutt, a physician from Philadelphia traveling to Natchez, stopped in the
Chickasaws in 1805 and recorded this new organization. The districts were Pontotoc,
Chishataliah, Chucanfaliah or Long Town, and Chuguilisa or Big Town. Each district had a
council overseen by a leader. The leaders of these districts recorded in 1801 were William
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McGillvrey, O’Koy or Tishomingo, Miskemattauha, and Tuckkaapoi, respectively. 7 These
district leaders apparently carried some authority as O’Koy, who would later become known as
Tishomingo, made evident in 1805 when he stated “the people living near me are orderly and
obedient to my orders and act agreeably to my wishes.” 8 Chickasaws within the districts would
find their district leader as the primary authority and allowed them to speak on the people’s
behalf during national councils.
The National Council operated as a more complex organization than the district councils,
and were composed of the Minko, Tisho Minko, warriors, counselors and advisors, district
leaders, and any prominent men who represented their families. The National Council focused on
issues that pertained to the Chickasaws as a whole, assigned land usage rights to those living
outside the district areas, and was especially concerned with interacting with foreign powers.9
Before meeting with representatives from foreign powers like the United States, Chickasaw
leaders, warriors, and headmen of families would gather, be informed of the issues at hand, and
allow the people to share their concerns and opinions on the matter before the leaders met with
foreign relations. 10 Leaders had the advantage of informing the general population, using
rhetoric to incorporate their opinion while explaining the issues, which could influence the
people, but the extent of this influence is not clear. What is certain is that ultimately the leaders

7

Jennings, 42-43.
Silas Dinsmoor and James Robertson, A Journal of Treaty Commissioners, Dinsmoor and Robertson, June1-June 5,
1805. In Ratified Treaty no.46, Documents Relating to the Negotiation of the Treaty of July 23, 1805 with the
Chickasaw Indians. Documents Relating to the Negotiations of Ratified and Unratified Treaties with Various Indian
tribes, 1801-1869. National Archives, Records of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, Record Group 75, T494, (Hereafter
referred to as Journal of Negotiations), 64
9
Craig, 196.
10
John Swanton, “The Indians of Southeastern United States.” Bureau of American Ethnology, Bulletin, 137,
(Washington: Smithsonian Institution, 1946), 655.
8

30

were expected to follow the wishes of their people concerning national and international affairs,
or risk being replaced by someone who would better represent the Chickasaw wills. 11
The National Council also had the power to appoint leaders. Each town still had their
headmen, but some could be appointed to higher national positions based on their leadership
ability, experience, and merits. After discussing and understanding the merits and abilities of
leaders being considered, the National Council would determine the rightful Minko, the Tisho
Minko, and the head War Chief. 12 District leaders would be appointed by the local councils.
District leaders, along with the Minko, Tisho Minko, War Chief, other prominent leaders
and citizens, and leading warriors would gather at the National Council to deliberate decisions on
issues that affected the Chickasaws as a whole. Once the Chickasaws had come to a consensus,
the leaders would then meet with foreign officials. The Chickasaw National Council would meet
at an individual’s house, which varied with each meeting. 13 In 1821, the Chickasaws constructed
the National Council House for the purpose of assembly and to hold council and negotiations
with representatives of the United States. 14
The Minko, the head chief, or as Europeans would refer to as “King,” during the
eighteenth century was generally quiet during the council and negotiations, relying on the Tisho
Minko to speak on his behalf. Minko power fluctuated during the historic period, but generally
he would council with the head men, warriors, and other leaders as well as his advisors and
councilors. 15 Any decision he made could be overruled by the other leaders, yet rarely were.
Rush Nutt records that “the king is merely nominal, having no coercive powers . . . he is
11
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reverenced more like a father than a king.” 16 While many United States officials searched for
one centralized office of power such as a king or president, usually regarding the Minko as that
main leader, the reality was that there were several leaders who represented the Chickasaw
people. By the nineteenth century, it is likely that the Minko had no more power than any other
leader, and the title of Minko was symbolic and honorary, and, in fact, could be easily disposed.
For example, Chinubbee, or Chin’abi, became Minko in 1792 in an uncustomary way as
a result of actions by Poinkana Nashoba, the Tisho Minko at the time, and his dissatisfaction
with Minko Taski Etoka. In the eighteenth century, the Tisho Minko was advisor and counselor
to the Minko, but Minko Taski Etoka refused to listen to Poinkana Nashoba in many national
affairs. Poinkana Nashoba convinced the National Council to replace Minko Taski Etoka,
arguing that he did not listen to his council nor act in the interest of the Chickasaws. 17
Chinubbee replaced Minko Taski Etoka as the head chief of the Chickasaws. Apparently he was
less obstinate than Minko Taski Etoka and relied heavily on his advisors. Chinubbee was not
reticent like previous Minkos, however, and often spoke or raised questions during councils. 18
Rush Nutt wrote that Chinubbee “possess nothing more than the name of king without power.” 19
However, as a prominent member and Minko, his opinions were valuable.
Since the United States was the government with which the Chickasaws would have to
negotiate, in the nineteenth century it was vital that the spokesmen for the Chickasaws be able to
understand English, tactics of American diplomacy, and have a firm grasp on American
economic values. The National Council and Minko Chinubbee understood the increased
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importance of these qualities when selecting a new Tisho Minko. 20 The Tisho Minko’s primary
responsibility throughout the eighteenth century was to be spokesman for the head Minko. In the
nineteenth century, however, the Tisho Minko’s power increased when, after Poinkana nashoba
died, George Colbert became spokesman not only for the Minko Chinubbee, but for the entire
Chickasaw Nation in foreign affairs. 21 It would be the Tisho Minko who would be the leader to
speak to foreign delegates during negotiations, at times halting negotiations to confer with the
Chickasaw people.
In the eighteenth century, factional leaders had conducted nationally unauthorized
transactions with allied foreign representatives who understood them to be the head leader,
essentially undermining other leaders among the Chickasaws. 22 Learning from this, Chickasaw
leaders moved to have the Tisho Minko be the speaker for the group, reasoning that there would
be less confusion during international talks. Although U.S. representatives would communicate
with the Tisho Minko, this did not mean he was the head leader or the primary power within the
Chickasaws. 23 The Tisho Minko’s power and representation would be checked by the Minko,
the National Council, and the Chickasaw people.
George Colbert’s rise to leadership can be traced back to the success of his father James
Colbert. James Colbert was a Scottish trader from the Carolina’s who established a trade
partnership with the Chickasaws in the 1740’s. 24 He established a home along the Tombigbee
River and adopted the Chickasaw’s customs and Muskogee language. During the mid-eighteenth
century, the Chickasaws and their British allies were in continual warfare with the Choctaws and
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French. James Colbert’s valuable assistance in these conflicts coupled with his successful trading
ventures and dependable service to the Chickasaws elevated his prestige within the Chickasaws.
25

Between 1758 and 1767, James Colbert married three Chickasaw women, each from different

families, establishing three distinct Colbert households within Long Town (Table 2).26 While
James Colbert alternated between each family, the established plantations, and trading
enterprises in each area, he continued to participate in Chickasaw military campaigns siding with
the British. Colbert’s attentions to his children were probably limited due to his various demands,
but also according to Chickasaw customs, the father played little role in their upbringing. 27 It is
understood, however, that James Colbert had no other relatives among the Chickasaws and his
personal property would be passed to his wives and children. Any land usage rights would revert
back to the National Council.

Table 2: The Households and Legacies of James Colbert.
Household
Wife

1
From house of Ingomar

2
Noe

3
Sopha

Children

William (1760)
Sally (1775)

Samuel (1762)
George (1764)
Levi
(1765)
Joseph (1769)

James Pitman (1768)
Susan
(1775)

George Colbert was born about 1764 by James’s wife Noe. George grew up to wield
influence and power because of his kinship ties, economic successes, and skills in both military
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and diplomatic affairs.28 James’s sons Levi and William would also become prominent leaders
during the nineteenth century. Other kinship ties that bolstered George’s prominence were
through his wife, Sa’liichi, who was of the Minko clan, the most prominent clan in which
previous leaders derived. Her father was Poinkana nashoba the previous Tisho Minko who
recommended George to take his place. 29 George also married a daughter of the famous
Cherokee War Chief Doublehead.30 Polygamous marriages were common among the
Chickasaws and women held a degree of power and influence through these marriages. It is
likely that James Colbert and his sons were influenced by these wives who held influence to their
relatives and husbands to ensure the success and survival of her family. Through multiple
marriages, the men would extend their familial connection and influence.
George had also distinguished himself in military affairs in the late eighteenth century
when he joined the United States army, assisting the Americans to fight the Creek confederation.
He would continue his U.S. military activity throughout the early nineteenth century as well.
George gained diplomatic experience when he was appointed a Chickasaw delegate to attend
numerous conferences and treaties concerning American and Chickasaw relations. During a
delegation trip to Philadelphia in 1797, Secretary of War James McHenry suggested that ferries
be built to cross rivers within the Chickasaw territory. 31 George Colbert was ambitious, and he
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took advantage of this request by providing ferry services to cross the Tennessee River. He also
owned cattle, established a plantation, and built a store along the Natchez Trace. 32
Another position within the Chickasaw political realm was the War Chief. During the
eighteenth century, the Chickasaws were heavily involved in warfare, both with Euro-Americans
and other Native American groups. The War Chief was chosen on skill, merit, and ability to
succeed in war. 33 Duties of the War Chief included making decisions on whether to be involved
in battles, protecting the Chickasaw people, and gathering and preparing Chickasaw warriors. In
the beginning of the nineteenth century, however, the Chickasaws were at peace. The War Chief
had minor influence at this time compared to the Tisho Minko, because most international
decisions were handled diplomatically through rhetoric rather than military might. The War
Chief still had an important role within the political organization, and, like other leaders and
prominent Chickasaws, shared his opinions and contributed during councils.34
In 1798, the War Chief for fourteen years, Piomingo, died and the National Council met
to replace him. They chose William Glover, who had been instrumental in many engagements
with the Creeks during the 1790’s.35 William Glover fought alongside Chinubbee, George
Colbert, and William Colbert, another notable warrior. Nutt characterized Glover as “a strong
mind, but wants stability, stands high with the people.”36 Glover was a loyal supporter of Minko
Chinubbee, and it was Chinubbee’s recommendation along with Glover’s merits that persuaded
the National Council to choose him as War Chief.37
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Some outsiders also gained prominence and influence among the Chickasaws. Indian
agents were sent by the Secretary of War as ambassadors of the United States to maintain
peaceful relations with Indian groups.38 These agents monitored economic practices and trade,
settled disputes between Indians and Americans, encouraged Indian adoption of American
culture such as commercial agriculture, and handled U.S. trade finance records concerning the
Chickasaws such as annuity distributions, which were annual payments for land cessions. Agents
were in constant correspondence with both United States officials and Indian leaders and were
present at negotiations and treaty meetings and conferences. 39
Chickasaw agents lived and worked at the Chickasaw Agency, in present-day Tupelo,
Mississippi, built in 1801. While the Chickasaw Agency was not a trade house, still thousands of
dollars circulated from the agency to the Chickasaws each year through agents hiring
Chickasaws for services. These services included building structures such as the agency, the
council house, and blacksmith shop, transporting goods, delivering express mail for the post
office, and hiring women to cook beef and vegetables bought from the Chickasaws for
conferences and meetings held at the agency.40 The Chickasaw Agency provided aid, food, and
service to American travelers as well as Chickasaw citizens. It was located on the Natchez Trace
south of the Chickasaw town Tockshish. 41
Other Euro-Americans played significant roles in Chickasaw politics. Translators, for
example, were important figures in international diplomacy. Although a few Chickasaw leaders
could speak and understand some English, in the early nineteenth century, they relied on
Malcolm McGee, a Scottish man born in New York who lived among the Chickasaws from a
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very young age, as an interpreter. 42 The Chickasaw Agency hired him in 1802 as the official
translator to the Chickasaws, and McGee, therefore, associated with every Chickasaw leader as
well as the United States officials who passed through the agency. McGee was present at
councils, negotiations, and signed, as the translator, the 1801, 1805, 1816, and 1818 treaties of
the early nineteenth century.43 Benjamin Hawkins, Indian agent among the Creeks, described
McGee as “a man of great probity, and much confided in by the nation . . . considered by the
natives as one of the nation.” 44
McGee was an honorary member of the Chickasaws, had an extremely good memory, but
could not read or write.45 For written correspondences, then, the Chickasaws relied on American
educated Chickasaws. James Pittman Colbert, for example, had been educated in Pensacola,
worked for Panton, Leslie and Company, and had been taught to read and write under Anthony
Hutchins, an attorney. For these qualities James Colbert was selected to pen and read
correspondences on behalf of Chickasaw leaders. 46 He also better understood the oftentimes
vague language of treaties and could cipher through the agreements and diplomacy tactics of the
U.S. government. Though James Colbert was not an official leader, he set an example of how
beneficial an American education would be to future leaders, prompting many leaders to seek
American education for their children.

42

Atkinson, Splendid Land, 40.
Ibid., 42.
44
Benjamin Hawkins, “Letters of Benjamin Hawkins.” Collections of the Georgia Historical Society, 1848
(Spartanburg, S.C.: Reprint Company, 1982), vol 3 part 1,393.
45
Ibid.
46
Atkinson, Spendid Land, 216.
43

38

Leadership in Action and the Beginning of Land Cessions: 1800-1815
Throughout the eighteenth century, the increase of trade within the interior increased the
need for reliable roadways to insure communication from rural areas to major trading
headquarters along the coasts. Once the United States was formed, the need for roadways to
connect the new country became vital, especially with the establishment of the Post Office
Department in 1792.47 The Natchez Trace had long been used by Indians as well as EuroAmerican travelers, and connected Natchez, Mississippi with Nashville, Tennessee. This
pathway connected the trading ports at the end of the Mississippi River with a major taril near
the Cumberland River in Tennessee, which lead to Charleston, South Carolina, a major trading
port. 48 The Natchez Trace ran through the center of Chickasaw lands, and therefore the United
States government found it necessary to acquire permanent access to this pathway for reliable
postal services, and they also wanted the Chickasaws to maintain establishments, such as inns,
along the trace for traveler’s benefits. 49
In 1801, the United States negotiated with the Chickasaws to ensure continued peace
between the Chickasaws and any Americans that would travel through the Chickasaws via the
Natchez Trace. Since the Natchez Trace roadway was predominantly a footpath, the United
States proposed widening and making improvements to the trace so that wagons could travel
easily and safely to and from Natchez to Nashville.50 On October 21, 1801, the negotiations for
the roadways began, it became known as the Treaty of Chickasaw Bluff. During the negotiations,
Minko Chinubbee responded that the proposition was beneficial to the Chickasaw people. He
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stated that he was “glad to hear the commissioners hold such language that does not require the
cession of land.” 51 George Colbert, who had only been Tisho Minko for one year at this point,
agreed, on behalf of the council and the nation, that the United States could send soldiers to
develop the trace on the condition that a few Chickasaws are appointed by the council to oversee
the work. General Wilkinson agreed to this condition. 52
Along with developing the Natchez Trace, U.S. Commissioners Benjamin Hawkins,
Andrew Pickens, and General James Wilkinson, requested that Americans be allowed to
establish inns, ferries, and trading posts along the road. Inns would accommodate travelers and
provide food and shelter, and trading posts would provide supplies. George Colbert, however,
refused to allow the establishment of inns owned and operated by the Americans.53 Colbert
argued that there was a continual increase of intruding Americans within Chickasaw territory,
and the proposition that Americans operate these businesses would not only encourage more
American settlement and intrusion, but also limit business enterprises for the Chickasaws.
Instead, he continued, Chickasaws should be able to establish inns along the Natchez Trace and
charge travelers for food and supplies. 54
The commissioners also wanted permission to establish ferries to be operated by
Americans. Ferries were important throughout the southern frontier, and would be vital to those
traveling the Natchez Trace which crossed the Duck, Buffalo, and Tennessee Rivers prior to
reaching Nashville.55 Before the treaty was signed, Colbert requested that ferries also be owned
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by the Chickasaws and not operated by Americans. George Colbert had already established a
ferry operation that crossed the Tennessee River in 1797.56 This may have been one factor for
Colbert to insist on Chickasaw ownership of the ferries, but it also helped limit American
intrusion while encouraging Chickasaw-owned businesse.57 The commissioners reluctantly
agreed to this, and on October 24, 1801, they signed the Treaty of Chickasaw Bluff along with
Minko Chinubbee, his advisors, Tisho Minko George Colbert, the district leaders, and district
war leaders. Over $2,600 worth of goods would be exchanged as compensation of the leaders’
time as well as payment for the two Chickasaws appointed to oversee developments along the
Natchez Trace.58
Although the Chickasaws were relieved that no land was asked of them in 1801, it was
not long until United States officials began sending letters requesting a meeting to negotiate land
cessions. After the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, Thomas Jefferson considered the complete
removal of Southeastern Indians into the newly purchased territory. But Jefferson wanted
removal to be processed humanely and through a series of land cessions. Jefferson wanted the
Superintendents of Indian Affairs to encourage Indians, especially leaders, to take advantage of
the credit provided by the factories. Once debt accumulated through these factories, Jefferson
was confident that the leaders would cede land in order to cancel debts. The United States
government and private trading companies applied enormous pressure on the Chickasaws,
constantly reminding them of the obligation to repay any debt.59
The factory system was established under the U.S. government in 1796 by George
Washington in order to regulate trade with Indians while allowing reasonable prices for
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manufactured goods and to protect Indians from exploitation.60 The Chickasaw Factory opened
in 1802 at Fort Pickering in present-day Memphis to provide fair trade to the Chickasaws.61 The
first factor, or operator, Thomas Peterkin, allowed unlimited credit, which encouraged more
Chickasaws to make purchases, accelerating Chickasaw debts. 62 By 1805, the debt totaled
$20,000 to the factory at Chickasaw Bluffs and private trading companies like Panton, Leslie and
Company of Spanish Florida. 63 William C. C. Claiborne, governor of the Mississippi Territory,
and Samuel Mitchell, Chickasaw agent, informed the Chickasaw leaders that the Chickasaws as
a nation was responsible for the debts incurred by its citizens, and proposed land cession to offset
the debt owed, an option the leaders were reluctant to consider. 64
In the fall of 1804, General James Robertson, who had acted as an agent in the 1780s,
acted on request of the Secretary of War to initiate land cessions with the Chickasaws. He wrote
to the leaders, informing them of the request, stating that the Chickasaws no longer needed the
lands on the north side of the Tennessee River because the deer population was virtually gone.
Deerskins had been a major part of the Chickasaw economy during the eighteenth century, but
increased hunting by Indians and Euro-Americans had put a strain on the deer population
throughout the South.65 Robertson argued that since the Chickasaws no longer needed the land
for hunting, they could sell it to the United States at a wholesale cost. Chinubbee, Tishomingo
(O’Koy), and George Colbert responded on January 25, 1805, that the deer population was not
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yet extinct, only scarce, because they had recently killed game there, and that “it is the only place
that my children and warriors have to hunt and get their livings on at present.”66
Chinubbee, Colbert, and Tishomingo were well aware of the value of land and used this
knowledge as a means to resist land cessions. They state in their letter to General Robertson that
if the Chickasaws were disposed to sell land, they would survey the land and price it per acre at
the same price Americans would when they sold land to one another, and not at a wholesale
price.67 These leaders went on to say that though the Chickasaw people were not disposed to sell
land for now, they “have no doubt that it will be the case one day or another;” until then,
“Congress need not put themselves to the trouble and expense of calling a treaty.” 68
In February of 1805, Chickasaw leaders travelled to Washington, D.C., with Chickasaw
agent Samuel Mitchell to further discuss and prevent a treaty for land sales.69 The delegation
stopped in Muscle Shoals, Alabama, where a Cherokee settlement existed. While there, R.J.
Meigs, the Cherokee agent, conferred with George Colbert, and had the impression that George
was the “soul of the political movement” among the Chickasaws. 70 Further George was pressing
for land sales to pay their debts, giving Meigs confidence that a treaty would soon be signed.
Meigs admitted later that he was confused about whom had ultimate authority over the
Chickasaws after Chinubbee began speaking instead of Colbert. Chinubbee made it clear to
Meigs and others that the Chickasaws had no intention of land sales.71 These conversations were
more casual, business related conversations and not official negotiations, but the resulting
66
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confusion suggests that U.S. officials presumed one leader would make decisions for the whole
nation. Chickasaw leadership patterns were not yet centralized to that degree, however, and
decisions would be made by many leaders and, essentially, the Chickasaw people.
The power and actions of the Chickasaw people as part of the Chickasaw political
organization cannot be ignored. Before Chickasaw leaders would consent to begin treaty
negotiations, a sufficient number of Chickasaw people, men and women, had to be present.
Between July 6 and July 16, nearly 1,500 Chickasaws gathered at Chickasaw Bluffs, to take part
in the negotiation process.72 The Chickasaw population at this time was between 3,500 and 3,800
people, meaning approximately forty percent of the population was present. Many were not able
to travel the distance to Chickasaw Bluffs, and therefore relied on their district leaders, but the
large number of Chickasaws who gathered implied that there was national concern over land
cessions as well as a significant involvement of the Chickasaw people during national affairs,
checking the decisions of their leaders. Chickasaw leaders would speak for the nation, but they
first had to listen to Chickasaw citizens, including the women, making the Chickasaw people the
official authority during national decisions.
Once the negotiations began between the Chickasaw leaders and U.S. commissioners,
leadership duties took to take a more official structure. Minko Chinubbee was quiet throughout
the talks, while George Colbert, acting as the Tisho Minko, spoke for the nation.73 Tishomingo, a
strong, determined district leader also spoke a few times during the negotiation process. At times
the Chickasaw leaders would excuse themselves in order to confer with the Chickasaw people
present and then return later that day or the next to continue negotiations.74 Malcolm McGee
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served as translator for the Chickasaws and U.S. commissioners, and James Colbert read and
interpreted any written documents that the commissioners provided. 75
The commissioners began the negotiation conference with their proposal of $12,000 to go
toward Chickasaw debts, $10,000 worth of goods, and an addition $2,000 in yearly annuities in
exchange for approximately 4 million acres of land north of the Tennessee Rivert, as well as
letting America run the ferries. This land, Robertson informed them, was also being claimed by
the Cherokees.76 The Chickasaws hand long laid claim to these lands, but during the eighteenth
century, a group of Shawnees attacked the Chickasaws in that area. The Cherokees claimed the
land because they asserted they had assisted the Chickasaws in the battle. But the Chickasaws
argued that they expelled the Shawnees without help from the Cherokees.77 The Chickasaw
leaders understood that other Indian groups were being pressured to sell land, and feared that the
Cherokees would agree to sell the disputed lands. After a brief council with the other leaders,
George Colbert informed the commissioners that any discussion and decision should be made
openly to all involved so that there would be no misunderstanding. He continued that not all of
the Chickasaw people understood what had been said, and they would adjourn for private council
with the 1,500 Chickasaws that were present.78
The next day the negotiation process continued. It was clear that the Chickasaw leaders
understood the mission of the U.S. government to eventually purchase all of the Chickasaw
lands. George stated “the Americans will get lands from us, if not all at once, they will be sure of
it at last.” 79 That night at a dinner, hosted by the commissioners, Tishomingo told General
Robertson that “We love our land and do not wish to part with it . . . I do not say we will never
75
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sell the land. I think myself that it will be done, but not now.” 80 This showcases the knowledge
and challenge that the leaders held at this moment: the conflict of maintaining a hold on to their
lands, while realizing the goal and pressures of the U.S. to separate the Chickasaws from their
lands.
Understanding that in the future the Americans would indeed own the Chickasaw lands,
the leaders would have only the power to postpone that end and work toward getting the best
price. George Colbert, who learned the value of lands and their economic system though his
father and his own various business enterprises, argued that the proposal was a poor offer and
insisted on at least one dollar per acre. George stated that “we see how the United States sell
land. We will now sell in the same manner.” 81 He would not succeed in his “per acre” request,
but he did bend the commissioners’ will by selling only about half of the requested acreage.
The commissioners were apparently threatened by the influence and knowledge that
George offered on behalf of the Chickasaws. The commissioners could not concede to the dollar
per acre request, but because of George’s persistence, they were forced to double their offer,
which was still only one cent per acre. They also failed to obtain 4 million acres, and negotiated
only 2.25 million acres.82 Commissioners General Robertson and Silas Dinsmoor (1805:35)
stated in their report to the Secretary of War that George Colbert’s stance on the price for land
was strong; and, therefore, they had no choice but to increase their amount and reduce the land
requested. 83 It is probable that one tactic of U.S. officials to thwart strong leaders, usually
through bribes, was to somehow make the leader dishonorable in the eyes of his people, who
would then replace him. In this case, though, Robertson and Dinsmoor reported that “George’s
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ascendency in the nation is such that it would be unavailing at the present moment to attempt to
shake his popularity.” 84
On July 23, 1805, George Colbert, the Tisho Minko and spokesman, agreed on behalf of
the Chickasaws to cede the 2.25 million acres east and north of the Tennessee River for $20,000
to be paid to the Chickasaws, in money instead of goods, an additional $20, 000 to creditors, and
to allow three years for the Chickasaw citizens in that area to move. That the Chickasaws were
able to get more money, in lump sums instead of annuities, and cede less land than the War
Department required is testament to George Colbert’s negotiating skills as well as the Chickasaw
leaders’ knowledge of the value that the U.S. placed on land per acre. This treaty also gave
George Colbert and Tishomingo $1,000 apiece and Minko Chinubbee $100 annuity for life for
their service to the Chickasaws.85
There was a general order in which the Chickasaw leaders and U.S. officials signed
treaties in the early nineteenth century. First, the United States commissioners would sign
followed by the civil leaders: Minko, Tisho Minko, district leaders, and others who acted as
counselors. The War Chief followed by several warriors would be next to sign, and then other
U.S. official witnesses.86 Often the civil leaders would sign in one column while the warrior
leaders began another column.87 Beginning in 1816, treaties stipulated that each leader be paid
for their services; the civil leaders were paid slightly more, indicating that they provided more
services and possibly that they were more important than the warrior leaders in these diplomatic
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national affairs. Signing in separate columns would help differentiate between civil and war
leaders, and verify how much each were paid.
Ten Chickasaw leaders signed the Treaty of the Chickasaw Nation in 1805: Chinubbee
the Minko, George Colbert the Tisho Minko, Cho’miabi, Levi Colbert, district leaders
Tishomingo, Tisho Mashkooki’, Mattaha, Imatahli, and William McGillivrey.88 Eight warrior
leaders had signed the treaty of 1801 and been a part of national decisions throughout the
eighteenth century, but William Glover, the War Chief, and warriors were absent from the 1805
treaty. It is unclear why the warriors did not sign this particular treaty. Ronald Craig argues that
since there had been no hostilities or wars fought by the Chickasaws since 1798, and since
foreign relations were handled through diplomacy rather than battle, the status of these warriors
had diminished. 89 Though status in war may have become less important compared to the
eighteenth century, the War Chief’s influence was not obsolete, and would this position
maintained enough status to sign treaties concerning land cessions in later years. William Glover,
highly revered by the Chickasaws, was present at the 1805 negotiation, throughout the treaty
process; however, his signature is conspicuously absent from the treaty. 90 It is possible that the
war leaders may have been unhappy with some of the terms, or wanted to leave responsibility,
and blame, for land sales to the civil leaders.
Leaders of the Chickasaws learned during the process of the 1805 land cession that
having definitive national borders was now necessary. The Chickasaw national borders
overlapped with that of the Cherokees, Creeks, and Choctaws. Concerning debated lands with
the Choctaws, Chinubbee requested that these contested lands be purchased by the United States
in order to create a buffer zone. The U.S. government ignored the suggestion, causing Chickasaw
88

Atkinson, Splendid Land, 196.
Craig, 274.
90
Dinsmoor and Robertson, Journal of Negotiations, 1; Summers, Chief Tishomingo, 42.
89

48

leaders to attempt to solve Indian land disputes without U.S. aid. In 1806, George Colbert met
with Choctaw chiefs Pushshenubbe and Ochumna, establishing a boundary that began at the
Tunica Old Fields and reached to Oke-Tibbehanbe Creek. 91 In 1807, a delegation of Creeks and
Chickasaws met to peacefully solve land disputes. As part of the 1805 treaty terms, George
Colbert requested a land survey from the War Department to settle the Chickasaw-Cherokee
borders monitored by three Chickasaw leaders and three Cherokee leaders, including Cherokee
leader Doublehead, George Colbert’s father-in-law.92 These boundaries agreements were not
solid, however, and became an issue in later land cession treaties.
The power of Chickasaw leaders outside the Chickasaws was limited, but they had some
influence in determining their Indian agent. Chickasaw leaders had been reluctant to sign the
Treaty of 1805 and responded afterward by insisting on the replacement of their Indian agent,
Samuel Mitchell. Mitchell had been responsible for the investigation and discovery of all
Chickasaw debts, turned the federal government’s eye toward these debts, and instigated the land
cession. The Chickasaws had knowledge of his intentions and actions, and Mitchell’s victory
celebration on July 27, only a few days after the treaty, infuriated Chickasaw leaders even more.
93

Chinubbee, George Colbert, and Tishomingo, among others, became persistent in their

complaints to the Secretary of War, insisting that Mitchell be replaced. 94
In May of 1806, the Secretary of War replaced Mitchell with Thomas Wright who served
until his death in 1808, at which time James Neely became a temporary agent. Neely was
successful in fulfilling the duties commissioned to him as Indian agent and established good
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relationships with the Chickasaws. Chinubbee, George Colbert, and Tishomingo were the three
leaders who insisted on replacing Mitchell, and they found Neely to be trustworthy and fair; they
then recommended to the Secretary of War that Neely be placed as the permanent Chickasaw
agent.95 Neely’s services lasted until 1812, when war with the British broke out. At this time,
Neely was replaced by James Robertson, who had vast experience in war and who could more
effectively encourage Chickasaws to help and participate in the war effort.96
Just prior to the outbreak of war with the British, in 1811, Tecumseh, a Shawnee who
wanted to create a confederation of Indians to fight and counteract American encroachment,
travelled to the Chickasaws territory.97 A council was held in which the Chickasaws listened to
Tecumseh’s speech and his request that the Chickasaws join him. William Glover, the War
Chief, rejected his request. This was the first major decision in the nineteenth century that the
War Chief, Glover, would make, but he did not make it alone. George Colbert, his brother,
William Colbert, and district leader William McGillvrey were also demonstrative in their refusal
to join Tecumseh along with general opposition by the Chickasaw people, probably to maintain
good relations with Americans.98
Some Indians, on the other hand, like the Creeks, were swayed by Tecumseh and the
result was a civil war in Creek country. The Red Stick uprising was led by a faction of Creeks
who, among other things, disliked many assimilation policies that the U.S. imposed. The Red
Sticks threatened Americans, and as a response, the U.S. government encouraged allies of the
Americans to help defeat the revolting Creeks. James Robertson requested that the Chickasaws
aid the Americans. Though they refused to support the Red Sticks, the Chickasaws were
95
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reluctant to go to war. It was not until late 1813 that the Chickasaws became involved. Leaders
that joined U.S. forces included William Glover, William McGillvrey, James Brown, Thomas
Seeley, Samuel Seeley, the Colbert brothers Levi, George, William, and James, and Tishomingo.
They would serve in small militias as well as under Andrew Jackson’s Army.99
The involvement in this war allows insight into the leadership patterns of the War Chief.
Although William Glover was responsible for gathering military forces for the Chickasaws in the
late eighteenth century, his involvement in the Creek War seems no more prominent that that of
any other leader or warrior. In fact it was George Colbert who raised an army of 250 warriors in
1813 to fight under Andrew Jackson and another 230 warriors in March of 1814.100 The War
Chief, the title of the most prominent warrior was a position highly revered and acquired during
the eighteenth century, but the title itself was becoming obsolete as civil leaders like the Tisho
Minko became efficient in both military and diplomatic affairs.
Clearly the duties of the offices of Minko, Tisho Minko, and War Chief were changing.
George and Tishomingo, who were civil leaders played prominent roles in the Creek Wars, and
overshadowed the war leaders. The War Chief held great authority during the eighteenth-century,
but the reduction in the amount of battles, and the increased importance of peaceful diplomacy
with the United States. By 1800, the title of War Chief, then, seems to have been no more than
an honorary rank, not a measure of involvement with military matters. The Minko and Tisho
Minko duties adjusted to the prevailing political winds. The Minko became less involved in
political affairs as the Tisho Minko was given more duties. During the eighteenth century, the
Tisho Minko assisted and spoke on behalf of the Minko. By the nineteenth century, the Tisho
Minko was given duties of surveying boundaries, speaking for the Chickasaws as a whole, and
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understanding American diplomacy needed for. In addition, the Chickasaws understood the need
for a more coherent political structure and instituted the districts, creating new leadership roles.
Leadership patterns would continue to change, at times involuntarily, during the following
decades.
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CHAPTER 3: CHICKASAW POLITICAL CHANGES AND LEADER RESPONSES TO
MAJOR LAND CESSIONS, 1815-1825

By 1815, changes in leadership that appeared earlier began to change. George Colbert
retired as Tisho Minko allowing Tishomingo (O’Koy) to hold that office. A new Chickasaw
Agent, William Cocke, was instated and quickly angered Chickasaw leaders. Also at this time,
Levi Colbert began to rise in prominence and influence. He is an example of how the Chickasaw
organization which consisted of the Minko, Tisho Minko, War Chief, and district leaders, began
to change, allowing leaders like Levi, with no official national office, to have great authority. By
1820, a new Minko, Ishtehotopa was inducted who would play an important role in leadership
changes during and after Removal.
This chapter chronicles the new leadership changes, focusing on how these changes were
voluntary, internal responses to national issues often prompted by individual leader decisions.
Also, this chapter follows the events and issues that the Chickasaws faced. These include the
treaties of 1816 and 1818 which ceded the majority of existing Chickasaw lands, the increase of
intruders and traders among the Chickasaws, and establishment of schools and missions.
Examining these elements allows insight into how each leader handled national issues and the
degree of acceptance each had with the intruding American culture. It should be noted that
although document relating to these events do not consider the actions of women, the Chickasaw
women were active by influencing their male leaders and voicing their concerns prior or between
negotiation events
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During the twelve years he served as Tisho Minko, George Colbert had established
several business and families and balanced them with his official duties. It should be noted that
Chickasaw officials often travelled and performed their duties at their own expense. Also, when
a leader held a council at his home, he would be responsible for feeding those attending, which
could lead to financial strains. George made reasonable profits from his ferry business, and in
1812, had the opportunity to increase his profits. The War of 1812 erupted, in part, when Great
Britain supported anti-American Indians resistance to American expansion. As American
soldiers traversed the Southeastern U.S., they would use Colbert’s ferry. The increased demand
of his ferry business, as well as the lack of monetary compensation for and the expense incurred
from his duties as Tisho Minko encouraged him to resign.
He was replaced by district leader (O’Koy), who signed the Treaty of 1805 (also referred
to as Tishumustubbee), and was given $1000 according to this treaty.1 Rush Nutt referred to
O’Koy as the speaker for the Chickasaws after George Colbert.2 It was not uncommon among
the Chickasaws to be given a new name after a significant achievement. Once O’Koy became the
Tisho Minko, he was afterwards called Tishomingo. James Atkinson concludes that
Tishumustubbee, O’Koy and Tishomingo were the same person.3
Tishomingo was born in 1737 in northern Mississippi, making him seventy-five in 1812.
Despite his advanced age, he was the obvious choice as the new Tisho Minko. He had experience
as an advisor to Minko Chinubbee in the late eighteenth century, and became a district leader in
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1800. 4 Tishomingo gained diplomatic experience during the treaties of 1801 and 1805, often
speaking during negotiations. He was militarily successful as well. In 1794, he was awarded a
medal from President Washington for his service to the United States in fighting tribes in Ohio.
During the Creek wars, he served from November 3, 1814, to February 28, 1815, and attained
the rank of Sergeant in Major Uriah Blue’s Chickasaw Infantry5 Tishomingo was also included
in numerous delegations that went to Philadelphia and Washington, D.C. throughout the late
eighteenth century and early nineteenth centuries. 6
Along with being the Chickasaw Tisho Minko, Tishomingo continued his duties as a
district leader. The district leaders by 1815 were Samuel Seeley, William McGilivrey,
Tishomingo, and Appassantubby. Samuel Sealey was the son of a Virginian trader, Thomas
Sealey, and became district leader of District 1 in the southwest area of the Chickasaw area. This
is the district where the Chickasaw Agency in present-day Pontotoc is located. William
McGilivrey who was also known as Coahoma, was the leader of District 2 in the northwest.
McGilivrey lead this district from 1800 until 1837. Tishomingo lead District 3 or the
northeastern district, while Apassantubby was in the southeast, District 4 in present-day Tupelo. 7

The district leaders were allotted more responsibilities in 1815 because of the new agent.
Chickasaw agent James Robertson had died on September 1, 1814, at the Chickasaw Agency.
Soon after William Cocke became the Chickasaw agent, he quickly made enemies of the
Chickasaw leaders. Earlier treaties promised goods to the Chickasaw people that were to be
delivered at Chickasaw Bluffs and transported to the Chickasaw Agency. Previous agents had
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hired individuals to pick up the goods at the expense of the agency, bring them to the agency,
and have the goods distributed. 8 Cocke, however, informed the four district leaders that it was
the responsibility of the district leaders to travel to Chickasaw Bluffs and transport the annuity
goods back to their districts for distribution. These leaders objected to Cocke’s system because it
required extensive travel, an approximately one-hundred-mile trek, and the process was at the
expense of the leaders annually, without reimbursement. 9 Though these leaders strongly
objected, agent Cocke refused to change his system, creating tension between himself and the
district leaders.
Along with the leader’s resistance to Cocke’s distribution system, they were also
unhappy with Cocke and other U.S. officials because of their lack of effort to help prevent
American intrusions on Chickasaw lands. By the turn of the nineteenth century, American
settlers began encroaching on Chickasaw lands. These encroachments and illegal settlements
steadily increased, and the Chickasaws were having trouble keeping them out. By treaty, the U.S.
was obligated to police such intrusion and eject intruders, but U.S. officials put little effort into
expelling Americans. James Roberts, Chickasaw Agent in 1805, even encouraged American
settlement. 10 Cocke had refused to expel anyone claiming that he did not have the authority.11
Illegal settlement of Americans on Chickasaw lands was a tool to pressure the Chickasaw leaders
to negotiate and cede more lands.
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Each year, the American population within Chickasaw borders increased, and by early
1816, Chickasaw leaders began to take action. Tishomingo was one of the more ambitious
leaders in this matter, and in February he visited Chickasaw lands on their eastern borders.
Tishomingo, Appassantubby, and William Colbert found more than 300 American families
illegally settled, and many were intruding onto George Colbert’s lands, killing his cattle. These
leaders sent a letter to Opouy Hummah, Samuel Sealey, and George Pettygrove, leaders who
were at that moment residing near the Chickasaw Agency, instructing them to tell Cocke of this
matter. 12 Tishomingo threatened military action against these families if they did not remove.
Cocke informed the leaders that he, as agent, had no authority to remove the intruders, and stated
that Tishomingo and other participants would be punished for any violence toward the settlers. 13
Cocke’s statement that he was not authorized was due mostly to his obstinate character.
Part of his duties as Chickasaw agent was to maintain peace between Americans and the
Chickasaws, as well as enforce treaty terms, which included keeping American intruders,
especially traders, out. Although Cocke refused his duty, John L. Allen, the sub-agent, proceeded
to help the Chickasaw leaders remove the illegal settlers. Allen had been living with the
Chickasaws since the late eighteenth century and had married two Chickasaw women, and thus
had more concern for Chickasaw welfare. 14 He successfully removed many intruders during the
spring and summer of 1816, but more often than not the intruders would return a few weeks
later. In July, the Secretary of War informed Allen that the Chickasaws were about to enter
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negotiations with the United States and to delay removal of intruders until the results of these
negotiations were known.15
While leaders attempted to prevent illegal settlements, they also wanted to keep the
American traders better regulated. In order to prevent national debt that could lead to more land
cessions, Chickasaw leaders requested that foreign traders be restricted from the Chickasaw
territory.16 Although the trade system put many Chickasaws in debt, others like George Colbert
benefited from the trade. Colbert, for example, knew the American economic system well and
used it to his advantage. Many Americans complained of George’s ferry rate, but he charged no
more than an American citizen would charge.17 Still, Chickasaw leaders hoped to gain better
control over the trade and the mounting national debt.
On April 2, 1816, Chickasaw leaders held a council at George Colbert’s house to
convince agent Cocke to restrict the trade. Cocke feared that Chickasaw entrepreneurs would
create a monopoly among the Chickasaws. The leaders were not looking for a monopoly,
however, and but they wanted to protect the Chickasaw people from traders who inflated their
prices and who they felt were taking advantage of the Chickasaws. Cocke argued that restricting
traders was out of his jurisdiction.18 Because of this, Tishomingo was determined to use any
future treaty negotiations to gain the authority to expel traders.
Another issue that the Chickasaws faced was land speculators. The need for land by
Americans increased greatly as cotton agriculture became vital to the southern economy.19 Land
speculators supplied this need by prematurely purchasing contested Indian lands, usually
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obtaining Indian lands within buffer zones, or areas between two Indian groups that were largely
uninhabited and usually claimed by more than one group. Land speculators would buy a large
tract of land at a low price from anyone willing to sell and then sell it at a much higher price. For
example, in 1805, Andrew Jackson had purchased 40,000 acres of Chickasaw land for $15,000
before the treaty of 1805 was official. He then sold the lands to individual American settlers for
three times the price. 20
In 1815, Jackson hired John Coffee, a merchant and land speculator who served under
Andrew Jackson’s army, to survey these lands for the purpose of land speculation, but did so
without informing Chickasaw leaders of the matter or obtaining approval from the United States
government. 21 George Colbert was instrumental in preventing land speculations and determining
contested boundary lines with other Indian groups after the treaty of 1805. He was determined to
prevent loss of Chickasaw lands by conducting or assisting in land surveys. George was aware
that Jackson ordered a land survey in 1815, because part of the surveyed land joined with his
own. He responded by writing to Jackson, who quickly answered and strongly stated that if he or
any of the Chickasaw people interrupted the survey line or insulted General Coffee, the
Chickasaws “would be held responsible and immediate punishment will be inflicted.”22
After the Creek War ended in 1814, Jackson forced the Creek Confederacy to cede 23
million acres of land in the Treaty of Fort Jackson. This land included nearly 2 million acres that
the Cherokees claimed, part of which, in northern Alabama, was also claimed by the Chickasaws
and Creeks. Confusion regarding boundaries and land loss due to the Treaty of Fort Jackson
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made it vital to the Creek, Chickasaw, Cherokee, and United States governments to determine
concrete boundaries. In March of 1814, Chickasaw delegates went to Washington to protest the
Cherokee and Creek boundaries because they overlapped with Chickasaw lands, and they argued
that any treaty for land cessions with the Creeks and Cherokees would result in land loss for the
Chickasaws. 23 While in Washington, they were urged to attend a conference with the U.S.,
Creeks, and Cherokees to solve this issue. The Chickasaws agreed only if the conference was
held in the Chickasaw territory.24
Before the conference, Chickasaw leaders held a general council at Tockshish on July,
13, 1816, to discuss the proposed treaty negotiations. During this council, it was evident that
some, including many of the warriors, were bitter about the land cessions made in 1805, blamed
their leaders for allowing the cessions, and were reluctant to agree to more land cessions. George
Colbert reminded the people that the land cessions of 1805 were to pay for debts accrued by
individuals and that they had to cede out of desperation. Now the leaders were hopeful that no
lands would be ceded, and they would use this opportunity to solve and inform the U.S. officials
of problems concerning traders and illegal settlements within Chickasaw territory.25 Although
the Indians attended the conference in order to solve boundary lines, United States officials used
the conference as a ruse to encourage the three Indian groups to cede more lands through another
treaty.26
Andrew Jackson, Jesse Franklin, and David Meriwether were commissioned by the War
Department to negotiate with the Chickasaws for all lands east of the Tombigbee River, the
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remainder of land in east Tennessee, as well as Chickasaw claims in western Kentucky. The
conference was set to begin September 8, 1816, at the home of George Colbert. His home was
the closest to the contested boundary lines and the most convenient place within the Chickasaw
nation for all four nations to meet. The Creeks declined to come, insisting that they all meet on
October 1 in Creek country. The Chickasaws balked, insisting that the majority of the
Chickasaws must be present before any agreements could be made, and it would be difficult for
that many people to travel to the Creek Nation. 27 Jackson refused further delays to the
proceedings. The Cherokees had already arrived a few days late, yet by October 14, the
Cherokees had agreed to sell the disputed lands.28
During negotiations, Tishomingo, speaking for the Chickasaws, reminded Jackson that
the previous treaty promised no more land cessions. Jackson said that the Cherokees had already
agreed to sell their lands south of the Tennessee River on October 14, and they had signed a
treaty, the Treaty of Chickasaw Council House. This treaty, however, violated an agreement
between the four nations that boundary line disputes would be settled before lands could be
negotiated and sold. 29 Jackson argued that it would be prudent for the Chickasaws to cede their
land as well to avoid clashing with Americans settling those lands. Tishomingo, unsettled by the
news that the Cherokees had already signed a treaty to cede this land, decided to halt the
negotiations for the day until he could discuss the matter further with the rest of the
Chickasaws.30
The following day, Tishomingo and James Colbert, who acted as the Chickasaw
interpreter, demanded that the United States agree to prevent both American settlement and
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traders from entering the Chickasaw territory without the Chickasaw’s consent. 31 He stated that
before any further discussion about land cessions commenced, the United States must first agree
to settle the terms concerning traders. The commissioners and the Chickasaw leaders then agreed
that any individual trading illegally within Chickasaw territory would have their goods
confiscated by the Chickasaw agent or appointed Chickasaws and the value of merchandise be
split between the Chickasaw people and the United States government.32
The treaty was signed on September 20, 1816, and resulted in the loss of 408,000 acres of
land north and south of the Tennessee River and east of the Tombigbee River. They sold the land
at three cents an acre, two cents more an acre than was granted in 1805. The Chickasaws would
receive a $12,000 annuity for ten years in exchange for these lands. Also granted was $4,500 to
reimburse individuals who were to relocate from the ceded lands and for improvements on the
lands such as houses that increased the sale value of the land. Minko Chinubbee, Tishomingo,
William McGilivrey, Appassantubby, Samuel Sealey, James Brown, Levi Colbert,
Ickaryoucuttaha, Immartarhamicco, and George Pettygrove, as well as interpreter Malcolm
McGee were given $150, and thirteen warrior leaders were given $100. 33
This treaty also granted and reserved land for George Colbert, Apassantubby, John
McLeish, and Levi Colbert.34 The land that George resided on and built his ferry and cattle
business on was ceded in this treaty. However, the United States reserved him one tract of land,
four square miles, which would remain his until he or his heirs stopped using it.35 Then it would
revert to the United States. Appassantubby was given two square miles and John McLeish one

31

Ibid., 15.
Barnett, 178.
33
Charles J Kappler, ed., Treaty of the Chickasaw Council House, 1816. Indian Affairs: Laws and Treaties, Vol. 2
(Washington: , 1904), 135-137.
34
Atkinson, Splendid Land, 205.
35
Braden, 245.
32

62

square mile on the north bank of the Tennessee River where their homesteads were located. Levi
Colbert received forty acres south of the Tennessee River where his ferry business was located
and another forty acres south of Cotton Gin Port, in present day Okolona, Mississippi, where his
livestock business and a plantation was located. 36
These tracts of land were not owned by these individuals, rather they were given usage
rights by the U.S. to any improvements, such as any buildings or fences, each had already made
on these lands. Since these reservations were separate from the communal Chickasaw lands, the
reservations acted as way to instill the ideal of private property, an American ideal. U.S. officials
hoped this would encourage other Chickasaws to accept land allotments, sections of land that
each family would own, in later treaties. 37 By allotting land, U.S. officials would be able to sell
any surplus lands that remained after each family section was allotted. 38 Allotment would also
undermine Chickasaw national sovereignty that rested in national land ownership.
Although Chickasaw leaders could not control the persistent intrusions of Americans,
they could work toward obtaining a Chickasaw agent who would attempt to regulate American
settlers and traders. William Cocke had refused help in these matters and was neglecting his
duties as Indian Agent in order to run a tavern along the Natchez Trace. A Chickasaw delegation
went in 1817 to speak to President Monroe, insisting on the replacement of Cocke. They told
President Monroe that they refused to accept future land negotiations unless Cocke was removed.
39
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and James Colbert.40 Many leaders attended the delegation, and all insisted that Cocke was not
doing his job. The Chickasaw leaders were successful, and Cocke was replaced by Colonel
Henry Sherburne. 41
Tishomingo was both the Tisho Minko and a district leader. As Tisho Minko, he was
involved in international affairs that had previously been limited to speaking at conferences and
treaty negotiations. By 1818, international affairs included boundary disputes, land surveys,
travelling to Washington, monitoring illegal settlements, and regulating traders among the
Chickasaws. 42 Just as George Colbert had found these duties interfering with his business
enterprises, Tishomingo found them to interfere with his duties as a district leader. Previously, it
seemed feasible for him to handle the duties of both offices. He was committed to serving his
district by listening to the people and attending to their needs. However, splitting his time
between district duties and Tisho Minko duties made it difficult to be fully committed to either
office. He was away from his district often between 1815 and 1817 handling national issues, but
apparently in 1818, he decided to concentrate more on his duties as district leader such as
ejecting illegal settlers and unauthorized traders that harassed the people within his district. 43
At this time, the National Council recognized that a more diversified government was
needed to handle the increasing pressures placed on the Chickasaws. Although Tishomingo still
held the title and was recognized as Tisho Minko, the duties associated with this office would be
distributed to others. Emmubbee, a prominent headman, became a councilor to the Minko,
informed the Minko of national issues, and sent messages to and from the Minko. His influence
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would become more pronounced during the Removal process.44 Land surveys concerning
boundary disputes would be monitored by Samuel Seeley and William McGilivrey. 45
Tishomingo would be vigilant for unauthorized traders, while Levi Colbert would take over the
duty of speaking during negotiations and corresponding with American diplomats.46
By distributing duties once associated with the Tisho Minko, the Chickasaw leadership
patterns shifted. First, the district leaders began to be more important in national affairs as their
responsibilities increased. For example, Sealey and McGilivrey would monitor land surveys,
especially within the bounds of their districts, but also in others districts. Secondly, the
distribution of duties allowed individuals who existed outside primary offices of the Chickasaw
political structure to rise to leadership. Levi, for example, did not hold any title such as Tisho
Minko or district leader, but his determination as an individual, his increasing involvement in
political affairs, and his diplomatic abilities allowed him to serve as an important leader during
this time.
Levi Colbert, who was a year older than his brother George, did not rise as a prominent,
influential leader of the Chickasaws until after 1814. At some point he too went through a renaming ceremony to be called Itawamba, or “the bench chief.”47 The earliest documentation of
Levi is in 1794 when William and George Colbert were planning an attack on a Cherokee band
that was rumored to have murdered Piomingo, the War Chief in the late eighteenth century.
James Robertson reported that Levi dissuaded his brothers from battle until more information
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was known. Levi then set out to find Piomingo, discovering that he had not even been killed.48
This instance foreshadowed how Levi would handle issues as a leader in comparison to his
brothers George and William. William was mostly concerned with battle, George mixed his
leadership with battle and diplomacy, but Levi was determined to avoid battle and handle
national issues peacefully.
In the first decade of the nineteenth century, Levi was predominantly concerned with
establishing businesses throughout the Chickasaws. He was very successful, allowing him to
marry four wives. Two of Levi’s wives, Ishtiima-halilicha’a and Ishtiima-chaafoochi, were
sisters whom he married in the late 1790’s. They lived in Long Town where he maintained a salt
spring, a plantation and grist mill. 49 Levi operated a ferry business that he opened on Bear Creek
in 1799, and he later established a ferry on the Tombigbee River in 1803 after the Natchez Trace
was expanded for American travel.50 In 1801, Levi married Minti-hoyo and established a home
for her at Buzzard Roost Creek near one of George Colbert’s ferry. 51 Here he operated a store
and rented an open room of his house to travelers. He had married a fourth wife named
Shiima’taa by 1804, building a home for her in present-day Okolona where he had a growing
livestock business.52
Levi spoke for the first time to foreign diplomats during a National Council, in May of
1818, when the War Department sent Jackson and Isaac Shelby to treat with the Chickasaws for
all land east of the Mississippi River. Again the general council was called to discuss the land
cession, this time at James Colbert’s home in Tockshish. As the Chickasaw citizens spoke their
opinions, all decided that the leaders would inform Jackson that they had no land to sell and no
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need to negotiate. Jackson replied that the Chickasaws no longer needed the Kentucky and
Tennessee land for hunting; that the lands were already sold and inhabited by whites, and he then
threatened to take the land regardless. The Chickasaw leaders, not sure if Jackson’s words were
true or if the United States truly had authority to just take the land, agreed to meet with Jackson.
53

Jackson continued to pressure the Chickasaws to treat, but the Chickasaw leaders refused
to schedule or attend any negotiations, arguing that they were still due two years worth of
annuities. In July, Jackson, anxious to begin preceding, informed Secretary of War John C.
Calhoun that “no negotiation can be carried on, with any possibility of success while annuities
due for lands purchased more than two years ago still remain unpaid.” 54 Calhoun quickly
responded, blaming the delay on former agent William Cocke. However, in a previous letter to
agent Sherburne sent in May, Calhoun had instructed him to continue delay of annuity payments.
55

Pressured by Jackson, Calhoun now sent the payments, but Jackson withheld payment until

October, when negotiations were scheduled. He reasoned that “great advantage might result from
so large a sum being distributed at the time of the treaty,” and it would ensure confidence that the
United States would uphold their promise of annuity payments in cash rather than goods, just as
the leaders had requested.56
On October 1, the Chickasaws discovered that although they were to meet in council this
day with the commissioners, no annuity was available to distribute. Agent Sherburne had a draft
for $19,850 but, having difficulty cashing it, he sent his assistant Benjamin Smith to Nashville to
negotiate payment and raise enough funds to pay the $37,000 owed to them. Meanwhile the
53
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Chickasaw leaders refused to negotiate. 57 While waiting for Smith to return from Nashville, the
Chickasaws gathered in anticipation for the due annuities and the treaty negotiations. On October
12, 1818, once all the Chickasaw people arrived, negotiations began and a census was taken with
the Chickasaws, the population of which totaled 3,625 in the census. 58
The negotiations began with commissioners Isaac Shelby and Jackson telling the
Chickasaws that the land in Tennessee and Kentucky which the Chickasaws claimed was also
claimed by the respective states. Jackson noted that in only a few years, hundreds of steamboats
would run along the Mississippi River, and this transportation would significantly increase the
number of white people around the Chickasaws. 59 Shelby stated that the Chickasaw lands in
Tennessee and Kentucky had been increasingly settled by Americans. To prevent hostilities from
encroaching Americans, the commissioners suggested that the Chickasaws cede this land,
preferably by an exchange for land across the Mississippi River. 60
The Chickasaws, reluctant to cede the territory, only agreed under pressure and
negotiated to receive $20,000 annually for fifteen years for seven million acres.61 Chickasaw
leaders also insisted that the factory at Chickasaw Bluffs be shut down and that the Chickasaw
people would manage their own trading and business needs. Just as in 1816, the ten signing
leaders received $150 apiece as compensation for their services. These leaders were Minko
Chinubbee, Levi Colbert, Samuel Sealey, Tishomingo, William McGilvrey, Appasantubby,
James Brown, Ickaryaucuttaha, George Pettygrove, and Immartaharmico. Ten leading warriors,
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who included William Glover and William Colbert, received $100. 62 Other reimbursements and
debts were paid totaling $8,099, including $500 to Apassantubby for improvements to the land
for which he held usage rights and which was ceded in the treaty.63
Prior to negotiations, Jackson held a secret negotiation with Levi, George, Appasantubby,
and John McLeish to purchase the lands reserved to them in the 1816 treaty. Jackson offered
$10,000 to purchase the reservations. Jackson knew the land would yield profits when resold to
Americans, but he mostly made the offer as a bribe to the influential leaders. After George and
Levi turned that offer down Jackson increased it to $17,000.64 The land Jackson was eager to
purchase contained a valuable salt lick, and the Colberts were aware of its value. George and
Levi stated that for $20,000 they could also persuade Samuel Sealey, James McGilivrey, and
James Colbert, three individuals vehemently against the land cession treaty, to reconsider their
opposition. 65 This deal was accepted and clearly in the form of a bribe. In addition, any
Chickasaws who chose to continue living in the proposed ceded land would be subject to
American law and property taxes, which probably encouraged Levi and George Colbert to
withdraw the use of their reservations along the Tennessee River.66
It was not uncommon for leaders to receive gifts from foreign powers. Minko Chinubbee
and George Colbert had received $1000 as stipulated in the 1805 treaty. But the Chickasaws
were not aware of this large gift to the Colberts. The sale of the reserved land for Levi and
George in the newly ceded lands was kept a secret from other leaders. George and Levi received
$8,500 apiece, Sealy and McGilivrey also were given $666.66 apiece, and James Colbert
received $1,666.66 for their cooperation and influence in treaty negotiations hidden behind the
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sale of their reserved lands.67 Because of this, the National Council later prohibited any such
gifts or bribes.
In 1818, Chinubbee was still the Minko, yet he was not as active as he had been
previously. Chinubbee was not documented in correspondence letters and did not speak during
any council with foreign officials at this time. This may have been due to his loss of interest in
official processes, the apparent declining importance of the Minko in international affairs, or due
to his declining health. It may also be due to the biases of U.S. officials. Officials may have
found other leaders like Levi Colbert more cooperative, and, therefore, chose to correspond or
transact with these leaders. Thomas McKenney, the Superintendent of Indian Affairs, wrote of
Levi as the soul of the Chickasaws: “they move at his bidding. They agree or disagree to any
measure that he bid . . . Their King is but the subject of some more able and intelligent mindLevi Colbert is that mind.” 68 There is no doubt that Levi had great influence, but McKenney’s
observation does not necessarily mean that Minko Chinubbee’s influence and power had
completely diminished. In this case, McKenney seems to uplift Levi as a hopeful ally in future
treaty negotiations and promote U.S. attention toward him.
The Chickasaw political organization changed leadership on August 10, 1819, when
Minko Chinubbee died. His nephew, Chehopistee, became the new Minko, but died shortly after.
On June 22, 1820, another of Chinubbee’s nephew, Ishtehotopa, was inducted as the new
Chickasaw Minko at the home of James Colbert in Tockshish, where a general council meeting
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was held for the ceremony. 69 Ishtehotopa’s rise to leadership was loosely based on the
Chickasaw custom where power was hereditarily passed from maternal uncle to nephew. 70
The office of Minko had previously been considered of great importance. However, by
the second decade of the nineteenth century, the role of the Minko had become marginal. When
treaty negotiations and national councils were held, Ishtehotopa was present only as a symbolic
figurehead.71 Malcolm McGee says that one day Ishtehotopa was plowing alongside his farm
hands and an only slave when he was asked to attend a national council meeting. When
Ishtehotopa informed his laborers the reason he must leave, it “created some laughter; yet his
name and office was wanted to all transaction.”72 Ishtehotopa was someone greatly respected
because of the significance of his title. His presence at councils was important, but mostly
symbolic. The Minko office now held little power. Not until the removal process did
Ishtehotopa, as an individual, exercise his influence.
Although the factory kept prices low in order to discourage Chickasaws from trading
with private companies, the hundred mile trek to and from many of the Chickasaw villages made
it easier for the Chickasaw people to manage their own trade rather than go through the factory
system, and the Chickasaw Factory closed in 1820. 73
After the treaty of 1818 and the induction of Ishtehotopa as the new Minko, the
Chickasaws faced another element that was part of the plan for civilization. In an attempt to
“civilize” the Chickasaws, missionaries were sent to convert them to Christianity. In 1799,
Joseph Bullen attempted a mission, but abandoned the effort after one year due to the lack of
interest in Christianity by the Chickasaws. It would not be until the 1820s that more missionaries
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would enter the Chickasaw territory. 74 T.C. Stuart, James Holmes, and Hugh Dickson are a few
missionaries who established churches throughout the Chickasaw territory, yet the Chickasaw
people still had little interest in Christianity. By 1830, only thirty-three Chickasaws were
members of a church. One notable family that did accept Christianity was Henry Love and
Benjamin Love who would become involved in the Chickasaw government in the 1830s.75
Although the Chickasaw people and leaders rejected Christianity, the influx of
missionaries among the Chickasaws was in part due to requests made by Chickasaw leaders. In
1803, George Colbert sent his son Pitman Colbert to a school in Maryland, and Miatubbe, a
respectable headman, sent his son and nephew to a school in Nashville. Miatubbe also requested
that schools be established in the Chickasaw territory.76 To these leaders and others, American
education was vital to leadership in order to understand U.S. diplomacy and the English
language. Congress passed the Civilization Fund Act in 1819, which allocated funding for the
establishment of schools in Indian groups to teach grammar, mathematics, geography, and
vocational skills. All of this helped expand American education among the Chickasaws.77
Missionaries also sought to open schools as part of their mission. This opportunity for education
would benefit future Chickasaw leaders who would be selected based on skills that in included
knowledge of English in order to confer with American diplomats.
In 1820, T.C. Stuart, a Presbyterian minister, arrived at Levi’s home near Cotton Gin Port
to discuss plans of establishing a school. Levi was an advocate for schools for the Chickasaws
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and allowed Reverend Stuart to use his home as a school until one could be built. 78 In 1822,
Charity Hall opened near Cotton Gin Port followed by the Monroe Mission in Tockshish, Martyn
Mission in 1824 in modern day Holly Springs, and Caney Creek School near Tuscumbia,
Alabama. Chickasaw leaders appropriated $2,500 annually out of national funds to support these
schools. 79
Most, if not all, leaders encouraged the school system, but the degree of acceptance of
American education varied. Samuel Sealey was influential in establishing the Monroe school in
Tockshish and enrolled his son, seeking like many other a basic education in reading and
writing.80 Levi Colbert, however, sought a more advanced education for his son Dougherty
Colbert and sent him to Georgetown where he was boarded by the superintendent of Indian
Affairs, Thomas McKenney. 81 By 1826, 120 Chickasaws attended one of four schools within the
Chickasaw territory, and nearly half boarded in nearby homes or with the missionaries.
However, most Chickasaws refused to send their children to school, not so much because
they refused the education opportunity, but because they did not like the religious focus of the
teachers. Missionaries acted as teachers, and in order to make successful conversion to
Christianity, they focused on teaching children to read the Bible and recite prayers. As more
parents took their children out of school, Chickasaw leaders complained to Reverend Stuart and
other missionary teachers that they were focusing too much on religion and not enough on
reading and writing.82
Chickasaw Agent Benjamin F. Smith, encouraged Stuart to “exclude the Bible from the
schools” and include works from enlightened writers such as Paine and Voltaire. Although part
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of Smith’s job as agent was to assimilate the Chickasaws, he asked that “instead of fatiguing and
harassing the children by labour, they are to be pleased and amused by balls, dancing, etc.”83 Part
of the civilization plan was to teach girls and women domestic skills such as weaving and to
instruct boys in agriculture and blacksmithing. Smith encouraged other “civilized activities such
as waltzing,” but in general the Chickasaws wanted to limit the American education to reading
and writing. Often once a student obtained literacy skills he or she would assume that they were
finished with school.84
The establishment of schools seemed, overall, to be an element of American culture that
many of Chickasaws positively accepted. However, school attendance had a significant
downturn once the United States began pressuring for Removal in 1826, and Mississippi and
Alabama forced state jurisdiction over the Chickasaws in 1830.
The induction and rise of new leaders between 1815 and 1825 gradually shifted
Chickasaw political structure. The Chickasaw government became more diversified as the
increase of duties associated with national affairs increased. The importance of the Minko, Tisho
Minko, and War Chief offices seem to lessen, at least in responsibility, and duties were
distributed among the district leaders and prominent, individual headmen that did not have
official titles. These changes were internal responses to events and issues that the Chickasaws
faced. The sovereign power of the Chickasaws would be challenged further when external
forces, in the shape of United States and state laws, significantly challenged the Chickasaw
leadership.
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CHAPTER 4: STATES’ RIGHTS AND THE REMOVAL ACT: THE IMPACT OF
EXTERNAL FORCES ON CHICKASAW POLITICAL ORGANIZATION, 1826-1845

There are many factors that contribute to the transformation of leadership patterns. Since
European contact, the Chickasaws, as well as other Southeastern Indians, had continued contact
with Europeans and Americans. There was a constant exchange of cultural traits that occurred
when two cultures collided. Change can be quite gradual and can be an internal decision, such as
the Chickasaw choice to be involved in free-range ranching as an economic means, which altered
settlement patterns and in turn shifted political organization. At times, however, external forces
impact a culture so fiercely that the society has no choice in the matter, causing severe disruption
to societal institutions.
In the previous chapters, political changes can be seen, at times, as a voluntary response
to internal needs, giving the Chickasaws control over their political system. This chapter
examines how external forces greatly impacted Chickasaw leadership patterns, forcing political
change. In the nineteenth century, two events caused swift changes to Chickasaw political
organization: Mississippi legislation that disbanded tribal governments and Congress passing the
Indian Removal Act, which disrupted social, economic, and political organization among the
Chickasaw Nation.
Between 1825 and 1845, Chickasaw political organization transformed from a structure
that incorporated, the National Council, which appointed offices such as the Minko and Tisho
Minko to one that allowed the Chickasaw people to elect their leaders. The Chickasaw
government was disbanded by Mississippi legislation in 1830, yet the Chickasaws responded by
75

creating a Chickasaw Commission in 1834 formed by seven prominent leaders. The Chickasaw
Commission later was disbanded in 1845 after the issues created by the Indian Removal Act and
the Removal process were resolved. Leader duties and responsibilities changed because of Indian
Removal, including assigning land allotments, exploring the new Chickasaw lands, handling land
sales, creating funds for the orphans, widows, and the financially “incompetents” Chickasaws,
and overseeing the Removal process.

External Pressures leading to Chickasaw Removal
Throughout the nineteenth century, the Chickasaws had been steadily pressured to cede
lands and eventually remove from their lands east of the Mississippi River. As U.S. state
boundaries, governments and counties formed, pressure increased to expel the Indians inhabiting
these lands. Pressures intensified as the United States formed a more aggressive Indian policy.
In 1825, the U.S. attempted to persuade the Chickasaw leaders to cede lands. This time,
however, it would be to exchange all of their remaining lands for land west of the Mississippi
River.
It was not until October of 1826 that the Chickasaw leaders agreed to council with U.S.
commissioners Thomas Hinds and John Coffee, this time in the new National Council House.1
On October 23, Ishtehotopa, Levi Colbert, Appasantubby, William McGilvrey, and Samuel
Sealey met the commissioners, along with headmen and leading warriors. There were also a few
new leaders in attendance who would become more prominent. Emmubbia, Ashtamatutuka, and
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James McLish acted as councilors, and Martin Colbert, son of Levi Colbert, interpreted and read
on behalf of the leaders.2
John Coffee began by stating the United States’ great need for land and the inevitable
removal that Southeastern Indians would face. One main concern, for the Chickasaws, was that
removing to the Indian Territory would place them in danger from other Indians, possibly old
enemies. Coffee replied that the U.S. government would “guaranty to you and your children
forever the possession of your country, and will protect and defend you against all you enemies.”
3

Chickasaw leaders Levi Colbert, Emmubbie, James McLish, and Ashtamtutka informed the

commissioners that it would be impossible to find any other land that would suit them, and that
they feared removal would be like replanting an old tree that would whither if uprooted.4
On October 27, Coffee was more forceful, stating that the torrent of Americans
surrounding the Chickasaws would soon overwhelm them, and he threatened that the U.S. would
withdraw its protection of the Chickasaws. He also pointed out that the Chickasaws would be
forced to adhere to American laws if they stayed east of the Mississippi River. Despite the
promises and money that the commissioners offered, the Chickasaw leaders were steadfast in
their rejection of removal.5 Hinds and Coffee, fearing that perhaps the leaders did not understand
them, asked Tishomingo and Appasantubby, individually, if they comprehended the offers. They
both replied in the affirmative and that they still refused any agreement to remove.6 Chickasaw
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leaders also argued that they would not be subjected to American laws, nor would they send an
exploration party west, thus ending the negotiations for removal for that year. 7
Despite the Chickasaws opposition, the following year, Thomas McKenney, the
Superintendent of Indian Affairs, was commissioned by the Secretary of War to prepare Indians
for removal. McKenney met with Levi Colbert at his home at Cotton Gin Port as well as other
leaders to convince them to consider the future of their children and the benefits of living in the
west. McKenney used the same arguments that Hinds and Coffee had, but he could not influence
the Chickasaw leaders to negotiate. McKenney did succeed in convincing the leaders to explore
the Indian Territory, at the expense of the United States. After much deliberation, district leaders
William McGillivray and Tishomingo, as well as Levi Colbert, agreed to explore the western
land before deciding to negotiate. 8 On June 10, 1828, a group of twelve Chickasaws, led by Levi
Colbert, left to explore the land in the west. They were unimpressed, however, because the land
was poor compared to the woodlands and prairies that their lands in Mississippi and Alabama
provided. 9
The Chickasaw’s refusal to remove from Mississippi encouraged state officials to
become more aggressive. Theda Perdue and Michael Green effectively argue that state officials
played a major role in the removal of Indian nations from the Southeast, and that issues
concerning states’ rights should be examined instead of focusing solely on U.S. Congress
decisions.10 Indian Removal was a debated issue in the Federal government that then turned into
7
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an issue of states’ rights. The U.S. government had long acknowledged Southeastern Indian
nations as sovereign and continued to do so in nineteenth-century land-cession treaties. However,
as states were brought into the Union and state governments raised the issue of who had the
authority in Indian policies, the state or federal government? The lands within state boundaries
included those of Indian nations and state officials argued that because they were within their
border, Indians were subject to state laws.11
In Chickasaw country, once the Mississippi and Alabama governments were formed,
white Americans called for an expulsion of Indians across the Mississippi River. In 1828,
Mississippi legislators began to insist on enforcing state laws onto the Choctaws and Chickasaws
as an added pressure to convince them to remove. Settlers swarmed lands claimed by the
Choctaws and Chickasaws in Mississippi. Mississippi officials, like Governor George
Poindexter, argued that if the Chickasaw were to remain within the state boundaries that they
were subject to the state laws. 12In 1829, Mississippi officially extended their laws and
jurisdiction over the Chickasaw Nation.13 The Chickasaws quickly realized that being under
Mississippi state laws would allow them little protection, and that the agreements made during
previous treaty negotiations were obsolete.
In 1830, Mississippi officials abolished the Chickasaw and Choctaw governments
because, as state officials argued, they were not sovereign nations. Any person or political
organization acting within the nation would be fined $1,000 and imprisoned. Minko Ishtehotopa,
Levi Colbert, and the four district leaders Tishomingo, William McGillivray, Samuel Seeley, and
now Isaac Alberson who succeeded Apassantubby as district leader in 1831 would have to drop
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their titles as leaders and perform their duties in an unofficial capacity.14 Councils could not
meet, unless, of course to negotiate removal. This did not mean that they did not continue to lead
the Chickasaw people, only that the leaders were not recognized by the U.S. state and federal
governments.
This Mississippi law also voided previous federal and tribal agreements such as
restricting white intrusion, regulating traders, and whiskey peddlers. Once these laws were
nullified, white intrusion increased dramatically, along with theft, fraud, and price gauging.15
The Chickasaws now had to use U.S. courts to rectify any accounts of theft, instead of settling
matters through their leaders or Indian agent. These courts were explicitly biased against the
Chickasaw people, and leaders could do little to protect the Chickasaws from these threats.
Chickasaw leaders responded by writing to Andrew Jackson, who was elected president
of the United States in 1829, stating that they could not live under state law. Jackson, aware that
the Chickasaws and other nations preferred to deal with federal laws that acknowledged
Chickasaw independence, told Indian leaders that he could not undermine state laws and that the
Chickasaw nation should move across the Mississippi River or be prepared to answer to state
jurisdiction.16 State policy toward the Indians was that they should be removed completely from
the lands. Officials encouraged U.S. citizens to take Indian land and property in hopes that this
would force removal. Jackson, like state officials, did not grant national sovereignty to Indian
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nations, wanted forced removal, and was mindful that state pressures and jurisdiction would
encourage voluntary removal.17
While the Chickasaws were asking Jackson for some sort of relief, Jackson was working
on passing the Indian Removal Act, which went into effect on May 28, 1830. The Indian
Removal Act provided an exchange of lands east of the Mississippi River inhabited by Indians
with lands west of the Mississippi River in the Oklahoma territory.18 Many Americans favored
the Indian Removal Act, especially in the South, and even a few Native American leaders
considered it inevitable, but there was great opposition from senators and congressmen.
Jackson’s allowance of states’ rights on issues concerning Indian nations infuriated politicians
who argued that Indian policy was within federal jurisdiction. The act passed only by a few votes
in the House and Senate.19
States’ right versus federal authority was debated within Congress, the Senate, and the
court room. Chief Justice Marshall ruled in the 1832 case Worchester vs. Georgia that the federal
government had supreme authority in regards to Indian nations, protecting Indians from state
laws. Despite this ruling, state officials and President Jackson refused to execute the ruling and
encouraged further harassment to pressure Indians to remove.20 It was the combination of states’
rights issues and President Jackson’s allowance of state jurisdiction that forced the Indian nations
to consider treaty negotiations for removal.21
Conceding to these pressures, Chickasaw leaders responded by agreeing to another treaty
negotiation in Franklin, Tennessee, in 1830, and on August 31 several signed the Treaty of
Franklin. Jackson attended to ensure that the negotiations were successful. The Chickasaw
17
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representatives included William McGillivray, James Brown, Isaac Alberson, and the Colbert
brothers Levi, James, and George.22 The United States Commissioners John Eaton and John
Coffee agreed on behalf of the government to pay removal expenses, pay $1.50 per acre for
Chickasaw lands, and give the Chickasaw people the option to live on reservations of 160 acres
per family in Mississippi under state law.23 Leaders of the Chickasaw nation would be given four
sections of reservation wherever they chose in Mississippi or in the west. Payment of debts as
well as provisions such as guns, blankets, and tobacco were promised to the general Chickasaw
population. Levi Colbert was promised that his two youngest sons in addition to George
Colbert’s grandson, would be educated under the guidance of the president.24 The nation would
also be given $15,000 for the next twenty years. Chickasaw leaders also requested financial
assistance be given to orphans, widows, and warriors.25
These terms were contingent on whether the Chickasaws found suitable lands in the west,
otherwise the treaty would be void. An exploration party, again led by Levi Colbert, left October
15, 1830. After returning, thirty-seven Chickasaw leaders held council in order to write to
Jackson stating that the only land they would be willing to exchange was for land that crossed
into the Mexico Territory, but the United States would not negotiate with Mexico on behalf of
the Chickasaws for this land. 26 Instead Commissioners Coffee, Eaton, and Thomas Hinds met
with the Chickasaw on April 22, 1832, to propose that the Chickasaws merge with the Choctaws
under a single government.27 The Chickasaws rejected this offer because it would mean a loss of
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national identity and subjection to Choctaw laws. The Treaty of Franklin was then nullified
because no suitable western land was found agreeable.28
Meanwhile, the Chickasaws found it increasingly difficult to live under Mississippi state
laws. Chickasaws, as well as other Southeastern Indians, did not fare well in state courts as the
majority of American citizens and state officials grew irritated at the continued Indian presence
on valuable soils. One such example was the court case convicting Tishomingo of criminal
trespass. Article VII of the 1816 treaty stipulated that “any person whomsoever, of the white
people, who shall bring goods in and sell them in the nation contrary to this article, shall forfeit
the whole of his or her goods.”29 The merchandise would then be split between the United States
government and the Chickasaws. In 1832, Tishomingo confiscated the merchandise of John
Walker and Marshall Goodman, peddlers who entered the Chickasaw nation illegally.
Mississippi law, however, voided previous federal and tribal laws such as restricting white
intrusion, traders, and peddlers.30 Walker and Goodman filed a legal suit against Tishomingo and
Chickasaw agent, John Allen, who had been of the territory at the time, claiming that the
Chickasaw leaders had no authority to interfere with their trade or take their merchandise.
Tishomingo and Allen were charged with criminal trespass.31
Tishomingo was arrested on September 24, 1832, and jailed for two months in Monroe
County, pending trail, for his actions. In November of 1832, the trial began. Tishomingo pleaded
not guilty, stating that Walker and Goodman violated the treaty article and that in the absence of
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agent John Allen, he was acting as sub-agent or deputy.32 Each witness testified that Tishomingo
had taken the goods, a fact that Tishomingo did not deny. Tishomingo’s lawyer, Reuben Davis,
argued that Tishomingo’s actions were justified out of orders by Allen and treaty terms, and that
the criminal trespass charge cannot be applied in this case. Judge Isaac Nicholson argued that
Tishomingo did not have the authority to act on behalf of Allen, even if Allen had deputized
Tishomingo .33
After Tishomingo was found guilty of criminal trespass, and ordered to pay $593.09 in
damages to Walker and Goodman, he appealed to the High Court of Errors and Appeals in
Jackson, Mississippi. The judge confirmed the verdict of the Monroe County Court stating that
since Walker and Goodman did not sell any of their goods, then they were not guilty of violating
treaty terms, and therefore Tishomingo was guilty.34 The trial of Tishomingo is one of many
instances in which Chickasaws and other Indians were not fairly represented in state courts. Prior
to Mississippi legislation concerning the jurisdiction over Chickasaws, Walker and Goodman
would have been found guilty of trespassing within Chickasaw territory. After state legislation
passed, Chickasaw sovereignty was undermined and the treaty terms passed between the
Chickasaws and the Federal government was no longer valid.
While Tishomingo was in jail, the Chickasaws negotiated the treaty that exchanged their
remaining lands in Mississippi for lands in Indian Territory. It is likely that Tishomingo was
temporarily released in order to attend the negotiations.35 The imprisonment of Tishomingo, the
flood of Americans and traders, the order to submit to Mississippi state laws, and President
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Jackson’s refusal to acknowledge and follow previous treaty agreements had culminated in the
Chickasaw acceptance to negotiate removal.
John Coffee, representing the United States, wanted to establish land offices, handle the
land sales, and give reservations to Chickasaw negotiators. Chickasaw leaders, however, refused
these private allotments and insisted on controlling land sales as well how the money raised from
these sales would be spent. Levi Colbert who was ill and unable to attend the negotiations, sent
messages by way of his son Martin Colbert. Levi insisted that a fund be established for orphans
and widows. 36
During treaty negotiations at the National Council House, it was clear to the leaders that
the treaty texts were much more complicated and confusing than previous treaties. Indeed, this
treaty was much longer, and incorporated many more articles and stipulations than previous
treaties.37 Despite the fact that there were several well educated Chickasaw citizens such as
Levi’s son Martin and Pitman Colbert, it was difficult to completely understand what the leaders
were agreeing to.38 In addition, there were stipulations that the Chickasaws had insisted on that
were not included, such as an orphan fund and clarity on allotment sizes, which would later
result in an amendment in 1834.
On October 20, 1832, Chickasaw leaders signed the Treaty of Pontotoc Creek that ceded
all land claims in the east. The Chickasaws believed that the Treaty of Pontotoc Creek was
signed out of trickery by John Coffee. Levi Colbert was ill and could not attend the final
negotiations or speak on behalf of the nation, but Coffee, hoping to quickly conclude the
negotiation process, informed the other leaders that Levi had read and approved of the treaty,
36
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misleading them in order to have the treaty signed.39 Levi’s name was on this treaty, though he
claims he was not there to sign. After the signing, leaders had second-thoughts on some of the
terms, and insisted on renegotiation. In 1834, Henry Love, Benjamin Love, Isaac Alberson,
Martin Colbert, and George Colbert, who went in place of Levi, went to Washington, D.C., to
amend the 1832 treaty. The amendment ensured land section for the leading chiefs and orphans,
that more land would be allotted for each household until the Chickasaws removed, and set up a
fund to assist Chickasaw citizens during the removal process.40

A New Political Organization and Leader Duties
Although the Chickasaw government had been disbanded because of Mississippi laws,
the leaders retained the same leadership organization during treaty negotiations. Once the Treaty
of Pontotoc Creek and its subsequent amendment passed, Chickasaw leaders established a new
form of government called the Chickasaw Commission or Commission of Seven. It was headed
by Ishtehotopa, and included Levi, George, and Martin Colbert, Isaac Alberson, Henry Love, and
Benjamin Love.41 Levi Colbert died in 1834, shortly after the treaty of Pontotoc Creek was
signed and the Chickasaw Commission formed. James Colbert, took his place. Martin Colbert
was the son of Levi Colbert and had been proficiently educated in English. He would act as
interpreter and pen correspondences. Isaac Alberson was a district leader, replacing
Appassantubby after his death. Alberson would play a significant role throughout the removal
process, as part of the new Chickasaw government once in Indian Territory. Henry Love and
Benjamin Love were sons of trader Thomas Love. Henry would maintain residence in present

39

John Eaton and John Coffee, Commissions, October 19, 1831. Letters Received, Office of Indian Affairs, 18241881, Chickasaw Agency, National Archives, M234, R136. Atkinson, Chicksaw Agency, 457; Ginson, 159.
40
Kappler, 418-425; Atkinson, Splendid Land, 230-231.
41
St. Jean, 12.

86

day Holly Springs, Mississippi, until 1843 when his plantation began to falter, while Benjamin
assisted in the removal process. 42
Until a more permanent, structured government could be established in the west, the
Chickasaw Commission acted as the de facto government from 1834 to 1845.43 It was the
responsibility of these men to explore the land on which the Chickasaws would live and assign
individual lots for each family in Mississippi until removal. In 1835, another exploration party
was sent into Indian Territory to look at Choctaw lands. Some citizens had already moved on
their own and settled on Choctaw lands or further west into present-day Texas. The delegation
would not agree to being subjected to Choctaw laws, however, and they returned with no land for
the Chickasaw citizens to remove to. 44
The Chickasaw Commission also appointed people to assist in land surveys, which were
necessary in order to assign temporary land allotments. As part of the Treaty of 1834, land was
allotted to each head of household, but the definition of “head of household” differed between
the Chickasaw leaders and the U.S. commissioners.45 To the Chickasaws, the head of house was
the woman since she was in charge of domestic and family issues and because land ownership
was matrilineal. U.S. agents and commissioners were not apt to acknowledge the influence of
women in political decisions, and therefore did not record activities of Chickasaw women in
regards to treaty negotiations and Removal. The U.S. officials, then, regarded men as head of the
household based on Euro-American patrilineal customs. In addition, some Chickasaw males had
several wives and children with each wife. The Chickasaws regarded them as separate families
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with separate properties. 46 Levi Colbert for example had three wives and an estimated twenty
children. The land allotments provision in the Treaty of 1834, however, gave him only four
sections for each household, which would not be enough for three families with a total of twenty
children.47 The terminology in the Treaty of 1834 undermined the authority that women held as
head of their household and forced the Chickasaws to redefine “household” despite numerous
objections by leaders and women of the Chickasaw Nation. It can be concluded that the
Chickasaw leaders, like the Chickasaw people, regarded women very highly and use hear their
voices, issues, and concerns considerably during and negotiation or political process.
The U.S. reasoning behind allotment was that by allotting lands to each family, individual
Chickasaws could then sell their land, if they so choose. Impatient land speculator and settlers, as
well as traders who wanted to take advantage of the Chickasaws flooded the Chickasaw
Mississippi lands. The Mississippi state laws allowed intrusion into the Chickasaw Nation,
despite the 1834 treaty term that speculators would be kept out. Speculators traversed the country
side, making deals with Chickasaws to purchase their allotments. They paid the $1.50 per acre
that was stipulated in the treaty, knowing that the land would be worth much more when sold as
cotton plantations. In an effort to stem land sales, the Chickasaws insisted that any land sales, in
which a Chickasaw citizen sold this allotment to an American had to have the signature of two of
the Chickasaw commissioners to be legitimate.48 This was to ensure that the land was sold
legally, at the proper price, and to prevent any Americans from taking advantage of the
Chickasaws.49
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Along with money that Chickasaws could receive for land sales, each citizen was given
money in order to prepare and pay for their removal, and Americans took advantage of this flow
of income.50 Financially un-savvy Chickasaws drank their money’s worth in whiskey or bought
fancy clothes and other expensive items, leaving little or no money for some individuals to travel
to Indian Territory. Chickasaw leaders responded in 1836 by giving these financially
“incompetent” citizens only a third of the amount due to them.51 The remainder of monies due to
these Chickasaws would be placed in an “incompetent fund” to be distributed once each decided
to remove. This granted a new power to the leaders, who would determine the “incompetent”
Chickasaw based on the individuals history of financial responsibilities. The leaders had the
power to hold monies due to individuals.
The Chickasaw Commission, along with the new Indian Agent A.M.M Upshaw, would
also manage the orphan fund. Each orphan was granted half a section of land that, once sold
would help support their journey west, as well as provide education once schools could be
reestablished.52 Many had guardians who would handle their property, but some did not. Many
Chickasaw leaders, especially Levi Colbert and Ishtehotopa, had for a long time acknowledged
the need to care for orphans, which is why they were so fervent in obtaining a fund for them
during treaty negotiations. Ishtehotopa, until his death, called on both the Chickasaw citizens and
U.S. officials to ensure each orphan was taken care of and made it to the new Chickasaw lands
because they “are of our blood, and we love them and we want them with us.”53
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On January 11, 1837, the Chickasaws and Choctaws met at Doaksville, Mississippi.
Chickasaw representatives John McLeish, James Brown, Pitman Colbert, and James
Jam Perry stated
that they did not want to be placed under the Choctaw government, and instead be placed on
equal footing, and their district in the western lands to be specified as the Chickasaw district
(Figure 1).54 This separation would later allow the C
Chickasaw
hickasaw Nation to later be reestablished as
a separate political entity and secure national identity when they formed their own constitution in
1855. The Choctaws offered to the Chickasaws the land on their western border, and the
Chickasaws agreed to pay $530,000 for it, but later there would be disagreement between the
two groups on whether this was rent or purchase price. 55
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Figure 1: Indian Territory, ca 1830-1855. Showing the Chickasaw living within Choctaw lands
(University of Oklahoma Press, 1976).
The Chickasaw leaders at this time, however, were more focused on a speedy removal.
Upshaw was hired by the Secretary of War to supervise the Chickasaw removal, but his idea of a
speedy removal differed from that of the Chickasaw leaders. Upshaw expected a mass exodus of
all Chickasaws, and bought a million rations to be ready by the spring of 1837. He soon realized
after the majority of provisions had spoiled and that the Chickasaw people would move at their
own pace. 56 Some, however, would not wait on Upshaw, and left at their own expense, and took
as long as they wished to travel, while others remained in Mississippi until they were ready to
leave, which, in some cases, was as late as 1850.
Chickasaw leaders varied in their acceptance of removal. Though little is known of
Emmubbee’s background, Upshaw noted was the “councilor to the king (Ishtehotopa)” who
favored a quick removal and encouraged other leaders to act quickly. Emmubbee told Upshaw
that “the great Father had ‘four sons’ in the Chickasaw Nations, three ‘good’ and one ‘bad’.” The
three who were more accepting of Removal included Isaac Alberson, Ishtehotopa, and
Eoichetubby. William McGillvrey, however, and the majority of Chickasaws within his district
were reluctant to remove and wanted to delay the event. 57 It is difficult to understand how leader
opinions differed on removal. The Chickasaws held a council amongst themselves prior to
meeting with U. S. officials, which is where much information on the leaders is gathered. The
Chickasaws would come to a united front before negotiations, making it difficult to uncover
individual acceptance or removal and land cessions.
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Although the state government had dissolved the Chickasaw government, a shadow
government continued to operate. Some of the Chickasaws relied on the leadership of their old
district leaders in matters of removal. On July 4, 1837, Sealy’s District, now headed by
Eiochetubby, was the first group to depart with 432 people.58 Samuel Sealey, who was district
leader for over twenty years, had died a few years earlier. He was replaced by Eoichetubby who
had been part of the earlier exploration parties and who was familiar with the path and territory
west of the Mississippi River.59 Eoichetubby, along with Sealey’s son Thomas Sealey, would
help with the organization of the group and determine the path and pace as they travelled. The
travels of this group typify the Chickasaw removal trek.
John M. Millard, assigned by the Bureau of Indian Affairs to travel with the Chickasaws,
was commissioned to instruct the groups on which route to take, to keep up with travel expenses,
and to authorize any supply purchases that would later be deducted from the Chickasaw fund.60
His reports on the emigration of the Chickasaws reveal “that the Chickasaws were willing to pay
whatever it cost to do things their own way.” 61 For example, once across the Mississippi River,
many Chickasaws decided to walk roadways instead of taking steamboats, although at times this
meant traversing swamps, muddy paths, or steep hills.62
During the journey to the new Chickasaw lands, the group would stop at times to form a
council to decide which route to take. Eoichetubby and Thomas Sealey led these councils and
would take into consideration the advice that Emmubbee gave them prior to Removal which was
to take the roadways instead of the northern waterways.63 Millard, however, continued to
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encourage the waterways because they were quicker and boats and rations were already prepared
for the Chickasaws. After each council, however, the group decided that they would continue
walking, mostly because it was easier to herd the horses that the Chickasaws brought with them
than pay the cargo expenses required on boats. 64
The Chickasaws discovered that a dense population of deer existed in southern Arkansas,
and the men were excited at the opportunity to hunt and subsist without the reliance of
government rations. They would stay several days at a time without travelling because of the
deer supply.65 Millard, irritated at the Chickasaw’s slow pace, had no choice but to allow them to
stay stationary when they chose.
Although some expense was saved by hunting rather than buying rations, the Chickasaws
slow journey was causing greater expense than was budgeted. Sealey’s District brought around
500 horses, far more than Upshaw had suggested. En route, pastures were rented out for seven
dollars per day, and at times the lack of sufficient pasture increased the purchase of grain. Also
remaining stationary increased the risk of stolen horses.66 Millard noted that “there were a gang
of horse thieves who followed the Indians and robbed them whenever they could get an
opportunity, not-withstanding all the precautions the Indians took to guard their camp.” 67 Later,
after settling in Chickasaw territory, much effort was made by a group of Chickasaws and Agent
G.P. Kingsbury to recover the stolen horses and prosecute any thieves, if possible. Despite
continuous encouragement to sell the horses, Upshaw estimated between four and five thousand
horses herded throughout the Chickasaw removal process.68
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Half-way between present-day Little Rock, Arkansas and their destination, Millard,
frustrated with the pace that Eoichetubby and his group were taking, ordered them to travel at a
much faster pace without stopping until they reached their destination. If the Chickasaws
disobeyed, Millard threatened to have two infantries force their march.69 Perhaps because of this
threat they did not stop for the remaining journey except to care for the sick, bury any dead, or
resupply.70 In addition, the Chickasaws were no longer in areas abundant with deer, and the
number of stolen horses was increasing, which encouraged a faster pace, as well.
The experiences of this first group epitomized the experiences of the groups that
followed, though some expeditions were far more dangerous. Throughout 1838 several groups of
a few hundred people each travelled by boat, wagon, train, or walked to Indian Territory.
Ishtehotopa and his followers left Mississippi in the spring of 1838 with 135 people.71 Once they
cross the Mississippi River, Ishtehotopa discovered that a smallpox epidemic was plaguing the
planned route. By the time the group had reached the Arkansas River, 70 members had fever and
6 had died, including Ishtehotopa’s wife. They camped for two weeks due to illness. Upshaw
decided to take a different route, go south to Fort Townsend instead of Little Rock, in order to
lessen exposure to the epidemic.72 Many Indians contracted smallpox during an epidemic while
crossing the Mississippi River in 1838, and nearly five hundred died. Few of those were
Chickasaw, however, because some were encouraged to be vaccinated in 1832.73 Chickasaw
deaths due to illness, environmental elements, and age throughout the removal process still
reached into the hundreds.
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Since the distance from North Mississippi to Indian Territory was not as far as that of the
Cherokee and Creek Nations, their move was physically less taxing, but dangerous none the less.
Fraudulent merchants and boat operators charged the Chickasaw fund whether they used the boat
or not, and charged twice as much baggage than the Chickasaws brought.74 The Chickasaw also
encountered horse thieves and whiskey peddlers along the way, incurring more financial losses.
By the end of 1839, Upshaw considered the removal process finished and officially over,
yet there were still several hundred Chickasaws remaining in Mississippi.75 Henry Love, for
example, had over a dozen businesses and a lucrative cotton plantation on over one thousand
acres. He chose to stay until 1840 when the cotton economy collapsed, and sold his property to
move west by 1843. Another factor was that funds for removal were running low, and those who
waited to remove were finding it difficult to finance their journey.76 It would be 1850 before the
very last party, which consisted of only four people, entered the new Chickasaw lands. In total,
approximately 4,500 Chickasaws and 1,500 of their African slaves removed.77
The first years after arriving in the new Chickasaw district were quite difficult. The
Secretary of War allowed twelve months of rations for each member after arrival, giving them
time to establish a farm and crops. Companies contracted to supply the ration, such as beef and
pork, often cheated the Chickasaws and U.S. government. The Chickasaws estimated that they
received only a third of what they paid for.78 Illnesses such as dysentery, famine due to drought
and lack of rations, and intrusion and attacks by Indians from Texas, made it difficult for
Chickasaws to establish and work new farmsteads. 79
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In September of 1838, the Chickasaw Commissioners Ishtehotopa, George and James
Colbert, and Isaac Alberson requested another seven months’ worth of rations from the Secretary
of War, but the secretary informed them that the cash fund was empty and it would take time to
sell the stock in which the remaining Chickasaw funds were invested.80 It would be spring of
1839 before more rations could be sent.
The Chickasaw Commissioners responsibilities had increased drastically since the
removal process started, such as handling national money, assigning allotments, determining the
“incompetent,” handling land sales, and accounting for losses due to American corruptions.
Leader accountability and blame increased as well. The removal process undoubtedly interfered
with the organization and stability of the government since Chickasaw members were scattered
between the ceded lands in Mississippi and throughout the Chickasaw district. Once settled in
Indian Territory, the leaders had to establish their own personal homes, investigate claims of
fraud, making sure that funds and rations were delivered, and confer with the Choctaw
government. 81
Many blamed the commissioners for their present conditions because they signed the
Treaty of Doaksville in 1837, the agreement to live under Choctaw jurisdiction. At the time, the
commissioners knew the pressures were mounting to remove, and they presumed that it would be
better for the nation to live among the Choctaws than the Americans.82 The Chickasaws lived
within the Choctaw lands and were given representation within the Choctaw Council, which
consisted of one representative from each of the Choctaw districts: Chickasaw, Moshalatubbee,
Apuckshunnubbee, and Pushmataha. Each district elected a new leader every four years. A
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General Council would also be formed with members elected each year. The amount of General
Council members from each district was based on the population of that district. 83
In the Chickasaw District, the people could not agree on how to choose the district leader.
Some Chickasaws wanted Ishtehotopa to be the leader because he was still viewed as the Minko.
However, the political structure had changed so much since 1800 that many Chickasaws wanted
to hold elections, like the Americans and Choctaws, for their leaders. In 1841, Isaac Alberson
was became the first elected official of the Chickasaw Nation. From this point on, leaders and
governors would be elected.84 The commissioners also stepped down once the affairs concerning
land during and after removal was completed, the members resigned, officially closing the
offices of Chickasaw Commissioners in 1845.85 Ishtehotopa was the first to suggest disbanding
the Chickasaw Commission, and possibly resigned to prevent factions that could have risen that
pushed for Ishtehotopa to continue as the leader over the newly elected officials.
The shift in leadership patterns to the new process of electing officials in 1845 resulted
from a cluster of factors and pushes from the Chickasaw people and leaders and U.S. officials.
Many U.S. officials wanted one central leader with whom to negotiate. This may have lead to the
Tisho Minko’s increase in power when George Colbert held the office because he was more
capable of understanding American economics and diplomacy. Further, Levi Colbert’s abilities
and ambition as an individual shifted power from the Tisho Minko to individuals that existed
outside established Chickasaw offices. Chickasaw leaders, wanting to be viewed as a nation
equal to that of the United States and in hopes of maintaining national sovereignty, pushed for
this more centralized government. The people as well contributed to this change in leadership.
When choosing the new Chickasaw representative to the Choctaw government, the people were
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divided on whether to elect a new officer or maintain Ishtehotopa’s ascribed status. Though it is
unclear the percentage of people who were in favor of elections, enough found it acceptable for
the change to occur.
American pressures and state jurisdiction over the Chickasaw Nation disbanded the
Chickasaw government contributing to the end of titles such as Minko, Tisho Minko, and War
Chief. Although these office were gradually fading in power, many Chickasaws wanted to keep
these political elements. As a result, in 1834, Chickasaw Commission was formed, allowing
Minko Ishtehotopa and six other prominent leaders to handle any issues concerning the removal
process. These new duties, such as assigning land allotments, signing land sales, and handling
the “incompetent” and orphan funds, allowed the members of the Chickasaw Commission more
power and authority. Because of this, authority and leadership became more centralized, giving
power to seven rather than an entire council. Ironically, it seems Ishtehotopa, whose power and
interest was marginal as the Minko, was more active after the formation of the Chickasaw
Commission.
The removal of the Chickasaw nation was unique from the removal of other Southeastern
Indian nations. The Chickasaws fervently insisted on handling removal in their own way no
matter the expense. Though their appointed Indian agents recommended a limit of thirty pounds
of personal property and limit their horses, the Chickasaw insisted on transporting at least one
horse per person plus as many as four or five horses loaded with material property, and
accompanied by their slaves. 86
Chickasaw independence was halted when entering the Indian Territory as a division of
the Choctaw government. A pivotal moment occurred in 1845 when a Chickasaw leader was
elected for the first time, rather than appointed by a council based on clan affiliation as was done
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in the eighteenth century. The closest to a factional split that occurred during these forty years
was the insistence of some to hold elections, while others insisted on automatically selecting
Ishtehotopa because he was still considered the Minko in the eyes of the Chickasaw. Many
wanted to bring back this “traditional” form of government. To prevent any splits and settle the
quarrel, Ishtehotopa pushed for the election process, and also resigned from the Chickasaw
Commission. He encouraged the others to do the same since the formation of the Commission
was to handle the removal process, which was completed. The elected leader, Isaac Alberson,
represented the Chickasaw Nation within the Choctaw government.
The Chickasaws regained independence from the Choctaw Nation in 1854 after
successfully purchasing land from the Choctaw and the Choctaw –Chickasaw Treaty of 1854
was signed. Chickasaw political organization began to mirror that of the United States when the
Chickasaw Nation created their own constitution in 1856, which officially recognized them as
independent from both the Choctaws and the American government. Shortly after Cyrus Harris,
stepson of Malcolm McGee, was elected the first Chickasaw governor.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Throughout the early nineteenth-century, Chickasaw leadership patterns shifted from a
political organization that consisted of “traditional” offices to a more centralized government of
elected officials. Leader duties and the extent of power changed as well. This chapter
summarizes the transformation of Chickasaw political organization and the contributions of
Chickasaw leaders. These leaders are then evaluated as to how they would fall into the
traditional/progressive dichotomy, proving that individually they varied considerably. Despite
this variation in participation of a newer culture, there was no division among them. In fact,
Chickasaw leaders worked together during this period to avoid the dissention that plagued other
Southeastern Indian groups, and kept the nation unified.
The Chickasaw political organization that existed in the late eighteenth-century included
a National Council, the Minko, the Tisho Minko, the War Chief, and town councils governed by
headmen of each town. In 1800, in response to changing settlement patterns, the Chickasaws
decided to form districts and created District Leaders moving much authority away from the
towns and into the hands of the District Leaders.
The duties of each office also changed, oftentimes in response to the individual holding
the office. When George Colbert was Tisho Minko, he voluntarily took on duties, such as
boundary surveys, that previous Tisho Minkos were not responsible for. He also became the
speaker on behalf of the nation during negotiations with Americans. By the time that Tishomingo
held the office, in 1812, the duties of the Tisho Minko concerning international affairs had
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increased significantly. As a result the National Council distributed some of the duties to other
prominent individuals, like Emmubbee and Levi Colbert. By 1818, Levi was speaking on behalf
of the nation, prompting many to believe he was the main ruler and decision maker, even though
he did not hold any official office.
In the early nineteenth century, the Minko and War Chief offices became honorary
offices rather than decision-making offices. Minko Chinubbee and Minko Ishtehotopa did not
speak during negotiations during this time, and that may be why U.S. officials did not seek their
influence as they did from George, Levi, Tishomingo, and others. William Glover, a War Chief,
was eclipsed by George Colbert. As individuals, Chinubbee, Ishtehotopa, and William Glover
still held influence and respect from the Chickasaw people, but the offices themselves were
gradually fading in importance as other individuals rose in prominence.
The Chickasaw government was outlawed by Mississippi and Alabama state laws in
1830, and as a result was not able to openly practice their former leadership patterns. But
Chickasaw leaders continued to exercise leadership and handled issues, but they now did so
unofficially and unrecognized by the state governments. During the removal era, the Chickasaws
responded by forming the Chickasaw Commission that included seven prominent leaders:
Ishtehotopa, Levi, George, Martin Colbert, Isaac Alberson, Henry Love, and Benjamin Love.
The commissioners oversaw the removal process, assigned allotments, approved land sales, and
controlled some of the national funds. These duties allowed these leaders far more power than
they previously had.
The removal process greatly disrupted the stability and organization of the Chickasaw
government. Once the Chickasaws were in the Indian Territory, they had to temporarily live in a
Choctaw lands and be under Choctaw government, until they could organize their own
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government. In 1845, the Chickasaws began electing a leader to represent them in the Choctaw
government.
During the remainder of the nineteenth-century in Indian Territory, the Chickasaws
struggled to maintain national sovereignty and cultural identity. Many continued to live amongst
the Choctaws and subjected to their laws. In 1856 the Chickasaw Constitution was written in
order to separate the Chickasaw Nation from the Choctaw Nation (Figure 2). Tension with the
U.S. government arose when the Chickasaws sided with the Confederacy during the Civil War.
Afterwards the U.S. forced them to cede lands that they were leasing to American settlers.

Figure 2: Indian Territory, 1855-1866. Showing the land purchased from the Choctaw, and
boundary division after the Chickasaw drafted their own constitution (University of Oklahoma
Press, 1976).
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The nation was dissolved by the close of the nineteenth century when the U.S. Congress
passed the Dawes Act. This act led to allotments which divided up tribal lands into individually
owned parcels, and forced the Chickasaw and others to become American citizens. The
Chickasaw communal, national land was divided into single lots to individuals, similar to preremoval allotments. The Chickasaw government, tribal laws, and tribal sovereignty were
terminated in 1906 by the United States Congress.
Attempts at regaining independence were unsuccessful until the civil rights movements
of the 1960s. Pan-Indian activism helped boost cultural rebirth. In 1971 James Overton became
the first Chickasaw governor since 1907, and a new constitution was adopted in 1979,
acknowledging self-governance through a three-branch political structure similar to that of the
United States. Today the Chickasaws maintain their political and economic stability. The
Chickasaw Nation, which now consists of approximately 38,000 citizens with headquarters in
Ada, Oklahoma.
A common convention among scholars, whether of anthropology, history, science, or
psychology, is to create categories as a basis for theoretical organization. In anthropological
studies of indigenous cultures, categories at times have formed specific dichotomies, or opposing
categories for the purpose of understanding change within a culture. Dichotomies in previous
paradigms include nature vs. culture, male vs. female, hot vs. cold, and primitive vs. civilized.
These dichotomies are mutually exclusive to one another, one cannot exist without its polar
opposite, and they have acted as analytical tools within theoretical frameworks. Dichotomies are
often criticized by scholars as reductionist and also masking realities.
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Some scholars of Native American cultures in the early and mid-twentieth century, such
as William Unrau, Arrell Gibson, and Hubert McAlexander, examined cultural change and
transformation by using binary terms such as “full-blood” and “mixed-blood” when referencing
Indians, which are often glossed as “traditional” and “progressive.” They typically applied these
terms when describing individuals, as if blood quantum was a distinguishing factor to one’s
character or behavior. This, however, is based on biological determinism, a notion that behavior
is genetic, that the more Euro-American ancestry one has the more progressive one is.
Concerning early nineteenth century leadership, Gibson argues that the “mixed-blood” leaders
usurped and took advantage of the “full-bloods” as the Chickasaw Nation increasingly accepted
American customs. Further, Gibson argues that “a conspicuous dichotomy existed in the Indian
portion of Chickasaw society...based on the degree of Indian blood, and divided the Indian
community into mixed bloods and full bloods.” 1
In the past few decades, scholars have moved away from using blood quantum, but they
have retained the dichotomy of traditional versus progressive. These categories do not reflect or
distinguish race, but have in some way glossed over the “full-blood”/”mixed-blood” binary as a
tool to examine cultural change. Nonetheless, scholars still assume that those with EuroAmerican ancestry were more accepting of American culture and are thus considered
progressive. Although James Atkinson, James Taylor Carson, and Claudio Saunt recognize this
point, they still fall prey to using terms to recognize ancestry or gloss over
“traditional/progressive” terms.2 For example, Carson chose instead to use “cosmopolitan” in
place of “progressive.” “Progressive” leaders are presumed to accept American education,
Christianity, ideas of private property, and as someone more accepting of new ideas.

1
2

Gibson, 126.
Atkinson, 125; Saunt, 7; Carson, 20.
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“Traditional” leaders were the opposite; they rejected American education, retained a Native
religion, and were reluctant to change. In this way, scholars have attempted to measure cultural
persistence, or elements continually carried forward, as well as to measure cultural changes.
More recently, Theda Perdue argues that rise to leadership and leadership patterns, in the
nineteenth century, had more to do with individual opportunism regardless of ancestry.3
Following Perdue, I also argued that individuals, in this case early nineteenth century Chickasaw
leaders, cannot be labeled either progressive or traditional because their choices crisscross
between these categories, and the acceptance or rejection of particular cultural traits was based
on more than one’s adoption, or not of American cultural traits. Rather, changes occurred and
can be seen based on individual and national actions in response to internal and external issues.
Below, I profile individual leaders, determine their choice of particular cultural elements, and
measure this against the traditional/progressive dichotomy to show how these leaders do not
really fit into the two categories. In the process, I will showcase the changes in Chickasaw
political organization that occurred and how national issues were handled between 1815 and
1825.
One implication to using dichotomy terms like “traditional” and “progressive” is that they
create an image of faction or disunity within a society. Gibson claimed that “mixed-blood” elites
like Levi Colbert usurped power from the “full-blood” leaders. This implies that Levi took, by
force, the role of leadership. Atkinson argues that there is no support to imply that “mixedbloods” were manipulating the system.4 Rather than using binaries to create factional splits that
did not necessarily exist, focus should be to acknowledge how leaders, as well as others, chose to

3
4

Perdue, 62.
Paige, et al., 5; Atkinson, 25.
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keep some older culture traits while adopting newer ones, and the mixture of newer traits and
older ones created a variety of opinions, decisions, and influences.
Other terms include assimilationists versus conservatives, and James Taylor Carson
applied the terms cosmopolitan versus primordialist.5 Though “traditional” is a vague and
relative term, it is assumed that it refers to individuals or groups who lean toward and retained
Native cultural elements, while “progressive” is associated with Americanization. These terms
also assume that one had only two options, to hold on to the past or to embrace a new culture.
But individuals were allowed to accept or reject many elements and varied in the degree of
participation in American life, making it difficult to effectively categorize people into
“traditional” and “progressive” or use these terms as markers of change.
Below, Table 3 establishes the basic premises that previous scholars have used to
determine and categorize individual Indians. I chose the “Cultural Elements” religion, education,
land, government, kinship, and economy because they are major institutions of the Chickasaw
society, and are, at times, used to measure cultural change. Many of the elements listed in the
“Progressive” category are elements implemented by the plan for civilization, such as sending
missionaries to provide American education and convert Indians to Christianity.

5

Carson, 88.
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Table 3: General premises used to determine the traditional/progressive dichotomy.
Cultural Element
Culture

Traditional
Retain older customs

Religion
Education
Land

Spirituality/cosmology
Oral traditions
Communal

Kinship

Matrilineal, polygamous

Economy

Subsistence farming, hunting

Government

Hereditary, clan based

Progressive
Accept change and American
culture
Christianity
American education
Reservations, allotments,
private property
Matrilineal/patrilineal,
monogamous
Commercial agriculture,
ranching
Elected official

The Chickasaw governmental changes from 1800 to 1845, serve as a good example of
how difficult it is to place “traditional” and “progressive” terms on a culture. The Chickasaw
political organization was not static, but continually changing; at times gradually and at other
times drastically. These changes were due to both voluntary changes and responses to the
pressure of external forces.
Tables 4-9 represents how each leader, from 1815-1845, would be categorized under the
traditional/progressive paradigm, and the placement of each “X” indicate how each adhered to a
cultural element. The leader may be placed under “Traditional,” “Progressive,” “Inconclusive,”
or a “Blend of Traditional and Progressive.” An “X” under “Inconclusive” means that data was
insufficient to make a determination. An “X” under the “Blend” category means that a leader did
not conform to either “traditional” or “progressive,” or displayed a mixture of the two, and will
be more fully explained. The evidence used to determine is found within the primary documents
used, much of which has been displayed in Chapters 2-4.
Each leader is marked “Traditional” in “Religion” since there is no evidence of any of
them advocating or conforming to Christianity, and, in fact, many rejected American religion. It
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should be noted that leader participation in any spiritual religion or ceremony is difficult to
determine. Also note that under “Education,” the leaders who advocated for American education
did not necessarily receive this education themselves. In the “Progressive- land” category, an X
is placed if the leader accepted reservations of allotment at any time during treaty negotiations.
In the “Government” category, an X is placed in the “Blend of Traditional and Progressive” if
they were not elected, but also did not adhere to “traditional” means of rising in leadership.
In Table 4, George Colbert’s established economic ventures, such as his ferries and
plantations, the understanding he had about American land values, and his insistence on
obtaining a per-acre price for land during the 1805 treaty negotiations would place him as
“progressive” for land and economics. He also received a reservation in the 1816 treaty and
advocated for schools in the Chickasaw Nation. However, I have listed George as traditional in
“government” because he was the Tisho Minko, selected on merit and familial connections, not
elected. His father was a Scottish trader who entered the Chickasaw Nation in the mid-eighteenth
century, but I mark George as “Blend of Traditional/ Progressive” because of his polygamous
marriages and establishing separate households for each wife in accordance to matrilineal rules.

Table 4 : George Colbert and the traditional/progressive dichotomy.
George Colbert

Traditional

Religion
Education
Land
Government
Economy
Kinship

X

Blend
Traditional/Progressive

Progressive

X
X
X
X
X
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Inconclusive

Tishomingo was selected Tisho Minko based on merit as well, however, he was part of
many of the political organization changes such as adding district leaders and delegating the
Tisho Minko duties and power to others. Therefore, in Table 5, under government, I mark him as
“Blend of Traditional/Progressive.” He accepted no reservation during the 1816 or 1818 treaties
and rejected the practice of private property, although U.S. officials tried to bribe him with
reservations. Hence, he is marked as “traditional” under land. He also advocated for schools,
which places him under “progressive” for education. Economically he did have a farm, but
whether it was commercial or for his own subsistence is not clear, and therefore marked
inconclusive. His kinship is also inconclusive, little is known of his ancestry or his marriages.
When a leader has a Euro-American name it is most probable that he had a Euro-American
father. However, one cannot assume that a leader with no Euro-American surname necessarily
conforms to Chickasaw kinship patterns.

Table 5: Tishomingo and the traditional/progressive dichotomy.
Tishomingo

Traditional

Religion
Education
Land
Government
Economy
Kinship

X

Blend
Traditional/Progressive

Progressive

Inconclusive

X
X
X
X
X

In Table 6, Levi Colbert falls under “progressive” more than any other leader. He was not
an elected official, rose to his position based on merit, economic success, and kinship
connection, but he also represents the shift in political organization leading to elected officials;
therefore he is marked as “blend” under government. He also participated in polygamy through
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his marriage to four different Chickasaw women and considered them as three separate families;
therefore he can be considered “traditional” under kinship. He, probably more than any other
leader, encouraged a more advanced education system. Levi also accepted reservations in 1816,
and even in 1834 pushed to amend the 1832 treaty in order to allow allotments for the nation.
Economically he was one of the most prosperous leaders, at least two plantations, numerous
livestock, ferries, and operated a salt lick. Therefore, he is marked as “progressive” under both
education and economy.

Table 6: Levi Colbert and the traditional/progressive dichotomy
Levi Colbert

Traditional

Religion
Education
Land
Government
Economy
Kinship

X

Blend
Traditional/Progressive

Progressive

Inconclusive

X
X
X
X
X

Ishtehotopa rose as a loosely hereditarily based leader and through kinship affiliation
with the Ingomar clan (Table 7). However, after settling in Indian Territory, he chose to disband
the traditional offices in favor of a new Chickasaw government. Therefore, he is considered
“progressive” under government. Ishtehotopa also ran a farm, but it is doubtful that it was
commercial agriculture. He did own one slave and hired laborers as well, indicating a “blend”
under economy. Concerning land usage, Ishtehotpa seems to be a “blend” because although he
advocated communal property, he was also instrumental in obtaining and assigning allotments,
and had to sign any land sales. Under pressure, he also signed treaties for land sales. Under
education, I marked him as “inconclusive” since not enough data was found to determine his
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stance, although Rev. Stuart remarked that Ishtehotopa visited a school once to observe how it
what was being taught.

Table 7: Ishtehotopa and the traditional/progressive dichotomy
Ishtehotopa

Traditional

Religion
Education
Land
Government
Economy
Kinship

X

Blend
Traditional/Progressive

Progressive

Inconclusive

X
X
X
X
X

Appassantubby accepted a reservation in the treaty of 1816 where his small plantation
resided, placing him “progressive” within both “economy” and “land” (Table 8). He eventually
sold this reservation, since it was within ceded Chickasaw lands, to live closer to other
Chickasaws. His was appointed by the National Council as one of the first district leaders in a
newer, more centralized political organization, though it is unclear whether his appointment was
based on merit or clan affiliation. He supported the new educational system, but only to the
degree of basic literacy, therefore, I marked him as a “blend” since he did not fall strongly into
either category.

Table 8: Appassantubby and the traditional/progressive dichotomy
Appassantubby

Traditional

Religion
Education
Land
Government
Economy
Kinship

X

Blend
Traditional/Progressive

Progressive

Inconclusive

X
X
X
X
X
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Samuel Sealey’s father was an American trader in the Chickasaw nation, yet little is
known to determine the degree of matrilineal rules he followed. Because of his Euro-American
father, I have marked him as “progressive” under kinship (Table 9). Samuel participated in the
southern economy of plantations, but not to the extent or success as Levi Colbert. Still, I would
categorize him as “progressive” under economy. He was appointed as district leader in 1815 for
his war and diplomatic merits during the Creek wars. Sealey was also a proponent of schools in
the Chickasaw nation for the purpose of reading and writing English and not necessarily to
encourage assimilation or Americanization and therefore, is placed under a “blend” for both
government and education. There is not enough evidence to determine his stance on land
allotments, thus he is marked as “inconclusive.”
Table 9: Samuel Sealey and the traditional/progressive dichotomy
Samuel Sealey

Traditional

Religion
Education
Land
Government
Economy
Kinship

X

Blend
Traditional/Progressive

Progressive

Inconclusive

X
X
X
X
X

As these tables and discussions show, Chickasaw leaders in the early nineteenth century
cannot be labeled “traditional” or “progressive” since there is a mixture of “traditional” and
“progressive” traits that overlap categorical lines. The use of these terms and dichotomies as an
analytical tool to understand cultural change leads to misguided results. Placing individuals into
dichotomies, especially when traits overlap or contradict can create an illusion of dissention or
exaggerate factional splits within a society. There is no doubt factions existed in the eighteenth
century based on European allegiances and trade, and political parties form in the Chickasaw
government later in the nineteenth century, but there was no significant division during the early
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nineteenth century. This circumstance is unique to the Chickasaws since other Southeastern
Indian groups, such as the Choctaws, Creeks, and Cherokees, divided during the removal
process.
Instead, cultural persistence and cultural change varied based on the degree that an
individual accepted or rejected a cultural element. Each individual’s personality, economy,
beliefs, experiences, kinship, perspectives, and goals would contribute to the varying degrees of
change. By examining leadership changes on a minute level, we can more fully understand
broader changes of leadership patterns.
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